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ABSiRACT
Bmily D ick in so n  u s e s  a  v o cab u la ry  o f  c o u n tin g ,  
f i g u r i n g ,  and e s t im a t in g ,  to d ra m a tiz e  h e r  view o f  
th e  human c o n d i t io n .  Her m a them atica l images p i c t u r e  
h e r  a s  in v o lv e d  i n  a t r i p l e  c o l l i s i o n  o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  mind, 
and God. I n  t h i s  c o l l i s i o n  she i s  o f t e n  unab le  to  a c t  on 
any l e s s o n s  le a rn e d  from e x p e r ie n c e ,  o r  even to  e v a lu a te  
th e  meaning o f  e x p e r ie n ce  in  h e r  mind, i h i s  p red ic am e n t,  
th e  m a th em atica l  images s u g g e s t ,  i s  d i c t a t e d  by a  God who. 
t h e r e f o r e  assumes bo th  th e  r o l e  o f  f a t h e r  and t h a t  o f  
a n t a g o n i s t .  I n  h e r  poems, t h i s  God i s  o f te n  r e p r e s e n te d  
a s  a  h a rsh  s c h o o lm a s te r ,  a clockm aker who d e s ig n s  m achinery 
f o r  u s e l e s s  t a s k s ,  o r  an a u t h o r i t a r i a n  g iv e r  o f  incom prehen- 
.s i b l e  r a t i o s  and e q u a t io n s .
Many o f  h e r  m a th em atica l poems p i c t u r e  'D ick in so n ’ s 
u n s u c c e s s fu l  a t te m p ts  to  use  h e r  e x p e r ien c e  o f  t h i s  w orld  - 
to  ac h iev e  a p e r f e c t  i d e a l  o f  u n i ty  and co m p reh es icn --  
an i d e a l  which she rem ains a b le  to  e n v is io n ,  b u t  n o t  to  
a t t a i n .  A few poems, p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  poems o f  circum ­
f e r e n c e ,  a f f i rm  h e r  b e l i e f  i n  the  -power o f  h e r  own mind 
m om entarily  to t r a n sc e n d  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  tem pora l 
e x p e r ie n c e ,  and th u s  to  ac h ie v e  a k in d  o f  autonomy even in  
th e  f a c e  o f  God’ s a u t h o r i t y .
iv
• U P S 'S  SW3SI CALCULATIONS":
EMILY DICKINSON'S MATHEMATICS'' OP EXPERIENCE
INTRODUCTION
Many o f  Emily D ic k in s o n ’ s poems d e a l  w ith  h e r  e f f o r t s  
to  an a ly ze  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between e x p e r ie n c e  and th e  
human mind. The p e r io d  i n  which D ick in so n  began to  w r i t e  
p o e t ry  was, a s  R. W. B. Lewis has  s a id ,  a  p e r io d  when 
t h e r e  deve loped  i n  America a l i v e l y  and c r e a t i v e  d ia lo g u e  
on th e  s u b je c t  o f  se e in g  and se n s in g  e x p e r ie n c e .^  The 
“American .Adam15 whom Lewis d e p i c t s  a s  a  m ajor type i n  
d e v e lo p in g  American l i t e r a t u r e  was, by h i s  v e ry  n a t u r e ,  
a lw ays
going  f o r t h  toward e x p e r ie n c e ,  the  in v e n to r  o f  
h i s  own c h a r a c t e r  and c r e a t o r  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  
h i s t o r y ;  th e  s e lf -m o v in g  i n d i v i d u a l  who i s  made 
to  c o n f ro n t  t h a t  “o th e r " — th e  w orld  o r ^ s o c ie ty ,  
th e  e lem ent which p ro v id e s  e x p e r ie n c e .
D ick in so n  m igh t have d e f in e d  ’‘e x p e r ie n c e 1’ i n  L e w is ’s 
te rm s ,  a s  h e r  e n c o u n te r  w ith  th e  “o t h e r , ” o r  w ith  every ­
th in g  which was n o t  th e  s e l f .  I n  h e r  p o e t r y  and l e t t e r s ,  
h e r  e x p e r ie n c e  r e s o lv e s  i t s e l f  i n t o  a  s e r i e s  o f  c o n f ro n ta ­
t i o n s  w ith  th e  n a t u r a l  w orld  and w ith  th e  few p eop le  whom 
she “s e l e c t s ” to  become th e  o b je c t s  o f  h e r  p a s s io n a te  
em o tio n a l l i f e .  As she a d d re s s e s  them i n  h e r  poems, how­
e v e r ,  th e s e  c o n f r o n ta t io n s  have i n  th em se lv es  no v a lu e .  
E x p e r ien c e  i s  e s s e n t i a l  o n ly  a s  a  s t a r t i n g - p o i n t  i n  
D ic k in s o n ’s e f f o r t  to  e x p lo re  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and l i m i t a ­
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3t i o n s  o f  h e r  own i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  I t  p ro v id e s  h e r  w ith  
m a te r i a l  f o r  s p e c u la t io n  on th e  two s u b je c t s  o f  most l a s t ­
in g  i n t e r e s t  to  h e r ;  th e  ’' i n n e r  w o rld ” o f  th e  s e l f ,  and 
th e  " o th e r  world" o f  e t e r n i t y . ^  I f  D ick in so n  i s  to  g a in  
any u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e s e  in n e r  and o th e r  w o r ld s ,  and o f  
th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  which she f e e l s  to  e x i s t  betw een them, she 
can b e g in  o n ly  w ith  t h i s  o u te r  w orld  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  i n  which 
she f i n d s  h e r s e l f  in v o lv e d .  The com prehension o f  e x p e r i ­
ence i s  th u s  h e r  o b j e c t ;  she must work to  c o n v e r t  h e r  
p e r c e p t io n s  o f  h e r  o u te r  w orld  i n t o  some in n e r  knowledge on 
which she can a c t  w ith  c e r t a i n t y .  I t  i s  t h i s  i n n e r  core  o f  
c e r t a i n t y  which, i f  she can f in d  i t ,  she may c a l l  a  " s e l f . ” 
For t h i s  a n a ly s i s  o f  h e r  e n c o u n te rs  w ith  th e  o u te r  
w orld , D ick in so n  has n o th in g  to r e l y  on b u t  h e r  mind, ibay 
knowledge she may g a in  from h e r  p e r c e p t io n s  depends e n t i r e l y  
on h e r  own o b s e rv a t io n ,  re a s o n ,  and im a g in a t io n ,  th e  t o o l s  
o f  th e  mind. Yet she f in d s  i n  t h i s  mind an e lem ent which, 
r e f u s e s  to  d e a l  e x c lu s iv e ly  w ith  th e  d a t a  o f  se n so ry  p e rc e p ­
t i o n ,  an e lem ent which r e c o g n iz e s  r e a l i t i e s  beyond th e  
r e a l i t y  o f  o u t s id e  e x p e r ie n c e .  George F . Whicher d e s c r ib e s  
h e r  problem  i n  th e s e  te rm s ;
B efo re  long  th e  p a t t e r n  she was weaving assumed 
a  d o u b le n ess  t h a t  c lo s e ly  conformed to  th e  
paradox  o f  l i f e  I t s e l f .  She became a c u te ly  
aware o f  an i n n e r  world o f  dream and d e s i r e ,  
and an o u te r  w orld  o f  f a c t  and e x p e r ie n c e .
The two c ro s se d  and c o n t r a d ic t e d  each o th e r  
c o n t i n u a l l y .  Dmily would n o t  f a v o r  e i t h e r  a t  
th e  expense o f  th e  o t h e r .  . . ,
How i s  she to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  s i g n a l s  o f  t h i s  o th e r  p a r t
o f  th e  mind, which so o f t e n  ru n  c o u n te r  to  th e  ev idence  o f
4se n so ry  p e r c e p t io n ?  F a c t  and ex p e r ien c e  show h e r  t h a t  
e x i s t e n c e  i s  d e f in e d  by h e r  f i n i t e  body, moving th ro u g h  
tim e which a b r u p t ly  ends i n  d e a th .  Dream and d e 3 i r e  de­
mand t h a t  she acknowledge man a l s o  to  be a  c r e a tu r e  o f  
e t e r n i t y .  F a c t  and ex p e r ie n c e  emphasize th e  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  
o f  s e n so ry  p e r c e p t io n  and th e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c e r t a i n  
know ledge. Dream and d e s i r e  demand c e r t a i n t i e s  and abso­
l u t e s  which h e r  o b s e rv a t io n ,  h e r  r e a s o n ,  h e r  h o n es ty  deny 
h e r .  Yet dream and d e s i r e  e x i s t ,  a s o r t  o f  i n t e r n a l  e v i ­
dence to  which e x p e r ie n c e  p ro v id e s  no c e r t a i n  key . Her 
s e l f ,  t h a t  in n e r  co re  o f  c e r t a i n  knowledge which h e r  mind 
m ust in v e n t  o u t o f  i t s  p e r c e p t io n s ,  cannot e x i s t  u n le s s  i t  
can accommodate dream and d e s i r e ,  a long  w ith  f a c t  and e x p e r i ­
ence •
Beyond h e r  aw areness o f  th e  c o n f l i c t i n g  e lem en ts  o f  
h e r  own mind, D ick in so n  f u r t h e r  acknowledges a n o th e r  f a c t o r  
i n  th e  e q u a t io n  she i s  a t te m p t in g  to  s o lv e .  She se e s  l i f e  
a s  a  m e e t in g -p la c e  o f  t h r e e  e lem e n ts— n o t  o n ly  e x p e r ie n c e  
and mind, b u t  a l s o  a  f o rc e  o u t s id e  o f  b o th ,  a  "God," who has 
e n g in e e re d  th e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  f o r  pu rp o ses  beyond th e  scope 
o f  human u n d e r s ta n d in g .  D ick in so n  has  always to  c o n s id e r  
th e  u n c e r t a in  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  God on th e  m ind’ s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  e x p e r ie n c e .  Her w orld  o f  dream and d e s i r e  demands t h a t  
h e r  p e r c e p t io n s  l e a d  to  knowledge o f  h e r  s e l f ,  and o f  a n o th e r  
w orld  beyond. When e x p e r ie n ce  f a i l s  to  l e a d  th e  way to  
C e r t a in  knowledge, t h i s  same in n e r  world g e n e ra te s  a  p a r a ­
ly z in g  d o u b t.  The u n c e r t a i n t i e s  which she f e e l s  w i th in  h e r ­
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s e l f  c a l l  i n t o  q u e s t io n  th e  m otives  o f  t h i s  God, Her mind, 
p r o c e s s in g  e x p e r ie n c e ,  presumes a Sod u n f a i r ,  u n f r i e n d ly ,  
unknowable. At th e  same t im e , i t  y e a rn s  toward an i d e a l  
o f  u n i ty  and com prehension which h e r  im a g in a t io n  t e l l s  h e r  
m ust e x i s t .
I n  t h i s  t r i p l e  c o n f r o n ta t i o n ,  D ic k in s o n ’s c o n s ta n t  
w ish  i s  to  i n s i s t  on th e  autonomy o f  h e r  own mind. Her 
c o n s ta n t  f e a r  i s  t h a t  t h i s  autonomy w i l l  be n e g a te d  by th e  
o th e r  e lem en ts  she se e s  a t  work upon h e r .  E x p e r ien c e  may 
f a i l  to  f u l f i l l  th e  d e s i r e s  o f  th e  mind f o r  u n i ty  and knowl­
edge, God may, by h i s  v e ry  e x i s t e n c e ,  r e n d e r  i r r e l e v a n t  
th e  whole w orld o f  e x p e r ie n c e  i n  which he has caused  h e r  to  
e x i s t .  And i f  e x p e r ie n c e  l e a d s  nowhere, o r  i f  th e  mind can­
n o t  i n t e r p r e t  i t ,  th e n  can any s e l f  e x i s t  which can be s a id  
to  a c t  on th e  b a s i s  o f  i t s  own p e rc e p t io n s ?  To be au tono­
mous, th e  mind must m a s te r  e x p e r ie n c e ,  comprehend i t ,  r e l a t e  
i t  to  th e  w orld  o f  dream and d e s i r e  which r e f u s e s  to  r e l i n ­
q u is h  i t s  v i s i o n s .  Or, i f  m a s te ry  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  p roves  im­
p o s s i b l e ,  i t  must f in d  some way to  go beyond e x p e r ie n c e .  
D ic k in s o n ’ s poems e n a c t  th e  v a r io u s  e f f o r t s  o f  h e r  mind to  
a f f i r m  h e r  own i n d i v i d u a l i t y  by th e  a n a l y s i s  o f  e x p e r ie n c e .
One o f  D ic k in s o n ’ s chosen s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  d e b a t in g  th e
5
v a lu e  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  th e  use o f  m a th em atica l  la n g u ag e .
She chose te rm s such  as "sum," " r a t i o , ” and " e q u a t io n ,"  as  
p r e c i s e l y  as  she chose a l l  h e r  words, and th e y  ap p ea r  a l ­
m ost e x c lu s iv e ly  i n  th e  many poems which, as  H y a tt  Waggoner 
p u t s  i t ,  " a sk ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  what i s  the  ev id en ce?" These
o r d in a r y  m a th em a tic a l  term s measure th e  d e p e n d a b i l i ty  o f  
h e r  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  and, f u r t h e r ,  m easure th e  
d e p e n d a b i l i ty  o f  any a ssu m p tio n s  ab o u t a n o th e r  w orld  which 
she i s  a b le  to  b ase  on th e s e  p e r c e p t io n s .  To s tu d y  th e  
poems i n  which she u ses  h e r  m a th em a tic a l  v o ca b u la ry  i s  to  
s tu d y  one o f  th e  c e n t r a l  q u e s t io n s  which she asks  h e r s e l f  
i n  p o e t r y :  "What use can th e  p o e t  make o f  th e  e x t e r n a l
w o r ld ? 11 ^
CHAPTER I
THE ANGLED ROAD: MIND AGAINST EXPERIENCE
One o f  th e  V ic to r i a n s  m ost w ide ly  adm ired on b o th  s id e s
of. th e  A t l a n t i c  was A lf re d ,  Lord Tennyson. D ick in so n  h e r -
8s e l f  re a d  Tennyson and quo ted  him i n  h e r  l e t t e r s *  The
ro m an tic  y e a rn in g  toward e x p e r ie n c e  i n  Tennysonfs !IU ly s s e s !E
s e rv e s  as a  s ta n d a rd  f o r  th e  p o p u la r  f e e l i n g  o f  th e  day and
a s  a  c o n t r a s t  to  D ic k in s o n ’s own id e a s :
Yet a l l  ex p e r ie n c e  i s  an a rc h  w h e re th ro 1 
Gleams t h a t  u n t r a v e l l 1d w orld , whose m argin  fa d e s  
For e v e r  and f o r  ev e r  when I  move.
How d u l l  i t  i s  to  p au se , to  make an end,
To r u s t  u n b u r n is h 'd ,  n o t  to  s h in e  i n  use !
As t h o 1 to  b re a th e  were l i f e *  L i f e  p i l e d  on l i f e  
Were a l l  too l i t t l e ,  and o f  one to  me 
L i t t l e  rem ains: b u t  every  hour i s  saved
Prom t h a t  e t e r n a l  s i l e n c e ,  som ething more,
A b r i n g e r  o f  new th in g s ;  and v i l e  i t  were 
For some th r e e  suns to  s to r e  and hoard  m y se lf ,
And t h i s  g ray  s p i r i t  y e a rn in g  i n  d e s i r e  
To fo l lo w  knowledge l i k e  a  s in k in g  s t a r ,
Beyond th e  u tm ost bound o f  human th o u g h t .
I t  may be t h a t  th e  g u l f s  w i l l  wash us down:
I t  may be we s h a l l  touch  th e  Happy I s l e s ,
And se e  th e  g r e a t  A c h i l l e s ,  whom we knew.
Tho* much i s  ta k e n ,  much a b id e s ;  and tho*
We a r e  n o t  now t h a t  s t r e n g t h  which i n  o ld  days
Moved e a r t h  and heaven ; t h a t  which we a r e ,  we a r e ;
One eq u a l tem per o f  h e r o ic  h e a r t s ,
Made weak by time and f a t e ,  b u t  s t r o n g  i n  w i l l q 
To s t r i v e ,  to  seek , to  f i n d ,  and n o t  to  y i e l d . y
U ly sse s  n i c e l y  c a tc h e s  th e  V ic t o r i a n  am bivalence toward
e x p e r ie n c e .  I t  s ta n d s  b e fo re  him as an open a rc h ,  i n v i t i n g
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h i s  e n t ra n c e  to  a  "g leam ing , “ e n t i c i n g  w o rld . Y et t h i s  i s  
a  p o s s ib ly  dangerous w o rld , and one which can n e v e r  w holly  
be r e a l i s e d ,  f o r  i t s  "m argin fad e s"  as  he moves from one 
e x p e r ie n c e  to  a n o th e r .  There i s  no d o u b t,  however, t h a t  
U ly sse s  p i c t u r e s  t h i s  w orld as  a  p la c e  o f  a lm ost i n f i n i t e  
o p p o r tu n i ty ,  l i m i t e d  o n ly  by h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  e x p e r ie n c e  
e v e ry th in g .  He i s  c e r t a i n  t h a t  e x p e r ie n c e  e q u a ls  knowledge; 
i f  he s e e k s ,  he w i l l  f i n d .  There i s  no h i n t  i n  th e  passage  
t h a t  U ly sses  e x p e c ts  to  e n c o u n te r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o th e r  th a n  
p h y s i c a l . He e x p re s s e s  no f e a r s  t h a t  th e  mind w i l l  be un­
a b le  to  e v a lu a te  e x p e r ie n c e ,  o r  t h a t  e x p e r ie n c e  a lo n e  i s  n o t  
enough to  " f i n d . "
How much more i n t r i c a t e  i s  th e  s t a r t i n g  p la c e  o f  Emily
D ick in so n !
E x p er ien c e  i s  th e  Angled Road 
P r e f e r r e d  a g a in s t  th e  Mind 
3y- -P a ra d o x — th e  Mind i t s e l f —
Presum ing i t  to  l e a d
Q uite  O p p o s ite —How C om plicate 
The D i s c i p l i n e  o f  Man—
Com pelling Him to  C hooseJK im self■
H is P re a p p o in te d  P a in — (910)
U lysses*  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  an a r c h  l e a d in g  to  a  g leam ing w orld ;
D ick in so n * s  i s  an an g led  ro ad  le a d in g — who knows where?
U ly sse s  has o n ly  to  a c c e p t  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  p h y s ic a l  dangers
o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  and th e n  "To s t r i v e ,  to  se ek ,  to  f i n d ,  and
n o t  to  y i e l d . "  Por D ic k in so n ,  however, to  seek  i s  n o t
n e c e s s a r i l y  to  f i n d .  She m ust acknowledge th e  p r o b a b i l i t y
t h a t  th e  e x t e r n a l  w orld  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  w i l l  n o t  confirm  th e
e x p e c ta t io n s ,  th e  " p re su m p tio n s ,"  o f  th e  i n t e r n a l  w orld  o f
"m in d .”
Prom th e  o u t s e t ,  D ick in so n  has two f a c t o r s  to  c o n s id e r :  
e x p e r ie n c e  ( h e r  p e r c e p t io n  o f  th in g s  o u t s id e  h e r s e l f ) ,  and 
th e  mind which e v a lu a te s  i t .  I n  c a se s  o f  c o n f l i c t ,  when 
e x p e r ie n c e  o f f e r s  one v i s i o n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  and th e  mind an­
o t h e r ,  which i s  to  be p r e f e r r e d ?  Her paradox  i s  t h a t  th e  
mind i t s e l f  i s  th e  on ly  to o l  th e  s p e a k e r  has to  e v a lu a te ,  to  
" p r e f e r , ” th e  v o ice  o f  e x p e r ie n c e .  She h e a rs  a t  th e  same 
t im e  two v o ic e s — e x p e r ie n c e  and mind-—and y e t  o n ly  one, 
mind i n t e r p r e t i n g  e x p e r ie n c e .  And t h a t  one, she s u g g e s ts ,  
i s  o f  d o u b tfu l  d e p e n d a b i l i ty :  ” , . . th e  Mind i t s e l f — /
Presum ing  i t  to  l e a d /Q u i t e  O p p o s ite— ”
D ick inson*s  ”mind" c o n ta in s  th e  r a t i o n a l ,  e v a lu a t in g  
f a c u l t y  which has as i t s  g o a l  th e  com prehension o f  e x p e r i ­
en c e , b u t  h e r  d i f f i c u l t y  comes because  i t  c o n ta in s  a n o th e r  
e lem en t as w e l l .  As we have seen , "mind” has a l s o  some 
i n s t i n c t  o r  d e s i r e  which th e  v o ic e  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  n e u t r a l i s e s  
o r  c o n t r a d i c t s ,  so t h a t  th e  mind must “p r e f e r ” e i t h e r  expe­
r i e n c e  o r  t h i s  o th e r  v o ic e  w i th in  i t s e l f .  And even when 
th e  mind p r e f e r s  e x p e r ie n c e ,  i t  canno t be c e r t a i n  o f  i t s  
c o n c lu s io n s .  I t  can o n ly  "presume" t h a t  ex p e r ie n c e  le a d s  
i n  o p p o s i te  d i r e c t i o n s  from i t s  own i n t e r i o r  n ee d s ,
Even beyond t h i s  paradox , th e re  i s  a  t h i r d  f a c t o r  to  
be c o n s id e re d .  The second s ta n z a  in t r o d u c e s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  
t h a t  b o th  th e  fo rc e d  c h o ic e ,  and th e  in adequacy  o f  th e  mind 
to  judge  e x p e r ie n c e ,  have been e n g in e e re d  by some o u t s id e ,  
unnamed, and p o s s ib ly  u n f r i e n d ly  f o r c e .  The s i t u a t i o n  i n
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which man f in d s  h im s e l f  i s  a  co m p lica ted  “D i s c i p l i n e , ” th e  
word s u g g e s t in g  a t  th e  same tim e t h a t  ex p e r ie n c e  i s  a  l e s ­
son p re p a re d  f o r  man to  l e a r n ,  and a punishm ent d es ig n ed  to  
c h a s te n  him. Some o u ts id e  agency has  d e l i b e r a t e l y  a r ran g e d  
t h i s  “D i s c i p l i n e 11 o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  f o r  man i s  “com pelled1* to  
h i s  c h o ic e .  He canno t abandon th e  ev idence  o f  h i s  e x p e r ie n c e  
even i f  i t  seems to  deny h i s  own d e e p e s t  i n s t i n c t ;  he must 
“p r e f e r ” e x p e r ie n c e .  I n  do ing  so , he undergoes a “P re ap ­
p o in te d  P a i n ” o f  s e p a r a t i o n  and l o s s ,  as  th e  v o ic e  o f  e x p e r i ­
ence ru n s  c o u n te r  to  th e  in n e r  v o ice  o f  dream and d e s i r e .
Thus D ick in so n  i s  l i m i t e d  n o t  o n ly  by U lysses  * i n a b i l i t y  
to  e x p e r ie n c e  a l l  th e r e  i s  to  be e x p e r ie n c e d ,  b u t  a l s o  by two 
’a d d i t i o n a l  i n n e r  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  R a th e r  th a n  y e a rn in g  toward 
"ex p er ien ce  as  d id  U ly s s e s ,  she must s t r u g g le  a g a i n s t  h e r  
fo rc e d  ch o ice  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  as a g u ide  to  knowledge, and 
a l s o  a g a in s t  h e r  c o n v ic t io n  o f  th e  in c o m p le ten e ss  o f  h e r  own 
^ p re s u m p t io n s .“ Only e x p e r ien c e  l e a d s  to  p la c e s  o f  v i t a l  
knowledge. The mind w ith o u t  e x p e r ie n c e  can n ev e r  a r r i v e  a t  
th e  d e s t i n a t i o n  o f  t h i s  ro a d .  Y et th e  d e s t i n a t i o n  rem ains 
h id d e n , and to  i n f e r  i t ,  one has  o n ly  th e  u n r e l i a b l e  mind. 
E x p er ien ce  and th e  mind a re  a n t a g o n i s t s ,  y e t  n e c e s s a ry  comple­
m ents, i n  th e  s t r u g g le  to  see  w hatever l i e s  beyond th e  an g le  
i n  th e  ro a d .
U ly s se s ,  s e t t i n g  o u t  to  overcome h i s  p h y s ic a l  d a n g e rs ,  
and Emily D ick in so n , s e t t i n g  o u t to  c o n v e r t  e x p e r ie n c e  i n to  
c e r t a i n  knowledge, do have i n  common th e  d e s i r e  to  know what 
l i e s  beyond t h i s  a n g le .  But D ick in so n  f e e l s  t h a t  th e  d e s i r e
to  know canno t be s a t i s f i e d  by ab so rb in g  o n ly  t h a t  p a r t  o f
h e r  jo u rn e y  which i s  a t  any one tim e b e fo re  h e r .  She must
e s t a b l i s h  a  b r id g e ,  as  David S o r t e r  p u ts  i t ,  between th e
“now11 and th e  "hoped f o r , "  betw een what she can see  and
what she may c o n j e c t u r e . ^  I n  making h e r  f o rc e d  ch o ice  o f
"now,” o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  tim e o f f e r s  h e r  as  th e  ro ad  to
knowledge, she r e f u s e s  to  abandon th e  "hoped f o r "  which
t h a t  o th e r  elem ent o f  h e r  mind c o n t in u e s  to  fo rc e  upon h e r .
She can e n v is io n  a w orld  o f  c e r t a i n t y ,  o f  e t e r n i t y ,  o f  u n io n ,
w ith  God. Her im m ediate w orld  o f  f a c t  and ex p e r ie n c e  w i l l
n o t  confirm  t h i s  v i s i o n .  Does th e  v i s i o n ,  th e n ,  e x i s t ?  "Are
you c e r t a i n  th e r e  i s  a n o th e r  l i f e ? "  she w ro te ,  " t e n  o v e r -
12whelmed to  know, I  f e e l  t h a t  few a re  s u r e . "  She cou ld  n o t
have d e s c r ib e d  h e r  h a b i t u a l  s t a t e  more a p t l y .  Her l i f e ,  h e r  
p o e t ry ,  and h e r  l e t t e r s  a l l  i n d i c a t e  a  s p i r i t  overwhelmed to  
know, and c o n s t a n t l y  u n c e r t a in .
CHAPTER I I  
THE MEASUREMENT OP EXPERIENCE
The f a i l u r e  o f  m athem atics  to  so lv e  th e  problem s posed
by e x p e r ie n c e  i s  a  theme which a p p ea rs  o f t e n  i n  D ic k in s o n ’s
poems. Again and a g a in ,  she i r o n i c a l l y  p la y s  th e  a b i l i t y
to  count a g a in s t  th e  i n a b i l i t y  to  know, em phasiz ing  th e  lim-*
i t a t i o n s  o f  h e r  mind as  a  to o l  to  ’’sum” o r  ’’c o u n t11 th e  v a lu e  
l ^o f  e x p e r ie n c e .  ^ Her sp e ak er  i s  o f t e n  p o r t r a y e d  as  a  s c h o la r ,
working a t  a  p e rp le x in g  problem :
Low a t  my problem  bend ing ,
A nother problem  comes—
L a rg e r  th a n  mine— S e re n e r—
I n v o lv in g  s t a t e l i e r  sums.
I  check my busy p e n c i l ,
Ply f i g u r e s  f i l e  away.
W herefore , my b a f f l e d  f i n g e r s
Thy p e r p le x i ty ?  (69 )
But D ic k in s o n ’ s s c h o la r  i s  a  d u l l  s tu d e n t ,  and h e r
problem i s  u s u a l ly  beyond h e r  powers o f  s o l u t i o n :
. . . My f i g u r e s  f a i l  to  t e l l  me
How f a r  th e  V i l la g e  l i e s —
Whose p e a s a n ts  a re  th e  A ngels—
Whose Cantons d o t  th e  s k i e s  . . . (7 )
Or:
• • . 1  went to  School 
But was n o t  w ise r  
Globe d id  n o t  te a c h  i t
Nor L ogarithm  Show . . . .  (433)
The l o g i c  and p r e c i s i o n  o f  m athem atics  w i l l  n o t  u n ta n g le
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th e  problem s o f  l i f e ,  o r  th e  problem s o f  d e a th :
. . • L i f e  s e t  me l a r g e r — prob lem s—
Some I  s h a l l  keep— to  so lv e  
T i l l  A lgeb ra  i s  e a s i e r —
Or s im p le r  p roved— above . • (600)
And:
One C r u c i f ix io n  i s  r e c o rd e d — on ly —
How many be
I s  n o t  a f f i rm e d  o f  M athem atics—
Or H is to r y  . . .  (553)
Ralph Y/aldo Emerson, as R obert Weisbuch p o in t s  o u t ,  
cou ld  w r i t e  o f  th e  w orld  o f  l i f e  and o f  th e  w orld  o f  p a ra ­
d i s e  (D ic k in s o n ’s w orlds o f  e x p e r ie n c e  and d e s i r e ) ,  w ith o u t  >. 
e v e r  f e e l i n g  th e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  th e  two w orlds to  f,meet and 
measure each  o th e r * fr^  Por D ick in so n , however, th e s e  two 
w orlds demanded i n t e g r a t i o n .  Her m a th em a tic a l  im agery dram­
a t i z e s  h e r  e f f o r t s  to  f o rc e  h e r  two w orlds to  meet and meas­
u re  each o t h e r .  I f  she cou ld  so lv e  th e  problem s o f  e x p e r i ­
ence as she  m igh t th e  problem s o f  m a th em atic s ,  l i f e  would 
ap p ea r  much more com prehensib le  th a n  i t  d id .  No wonder she 
was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  th e  w r i t i n g s  o f  th e  th e o lo g ia n  Theodore
P a r k e r ,  which she en co u n te red  j u s t  a s  she began s e r i o u s l y  to  
1*5w r i t e  p o e t r y .  P a r k e r  p u t  th e  problem  i n  th e  same te rm s :
But th e  U n iv e rse  o f  Human L i f e ,  w ith  i t s  p e c u l i a r  
w orlds o f  o u t e r  sen se  and i n n e r  s o u l ,  th e  p a r ­
t i c u l a r  fa u n a s  and f l o r a s  which t h e r e i n  f in d  a  
home, a re  s t i l l  more complex, w o n d erfu l ,  and 
a t t r a c t i v e ;  and th e  laws which c o n t r o l  i t  seem 
to  me more amazing th a n  th e  M athematic P r i n c i ­
p l e s  t h a t  e x p la in  th e  C e l e s t i a l  M echanics o f  
th e  outw ard w o rld .  The Cosmos o f  M a tte r  seems 
l i t t l e  compared to  t h i s  Cosmos o f  im m ortal and 
p r o g r e s s iv e  Man; i t  i s  my c o n t in u a l  s tu d y ,  
d i s c i p l i n e  and d e l i g h t .  Oh, t h a t  some young 
g en iu s  would d e v is e  th e  Novum Organum o f  Hu­
m an ity , d e te rm in e  th e  P r i n c i p i a  t h e r e o f ,  and
w ith  d eeper  th a n  m athem atic  s c ie n c e ,  w r i t e  o u t 
th e  fo rm u las  o f  th e  Human U n iv e rse ,  th e  C e le s ­
t i a l  M echanics o f  Mankind. °
But D ick in so n , i n  h e r  d e c i s io n  to  c a s t  so many o f  h e r  
poems on t h i s  s u b j e c t  i n  m a th em atica l  te rm s ,  adds h e r  own 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  comment on P a r k e r ’s g r e a t  d e s ig n .  As th e  
m a th em atica l  im agery w i l l  show, even as  she works to  con­
s t r u c t  t h i s  " C e l e s t i a l  M echan ics ,"  she knows i t  cannot be 
done. I n  f a c t ,  she u s e s  h e r  m a th em atica l  v o ca b u la ry  as  an 
i r o n i c  s ta n d a rd  a g a in s t  which to  m easure h e r  f a i l u r e .
The m a th em atica l  d i c t i o n  o f  "The B ird s  begun a t  Pour 
o 'c lo c k "  em phasizes th e  p o e t ' s  f a i l u r e  to  c o n v e r t  th e  " o u te r  
se n se"  o f  h e r  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  th e  n a t u r a l  w orld  to  " in n e r  so u l"
The B ird s  begun a t  Pour o 'c l o c k —
T h e ir  p e r io d  f o r  Dawn—
A Music numerous as space—
But n e ig h b o r in g  as  Noon—
I  cou ld  n o t  coun t t h e i r  F o rce—
T h e ir  V oices d id  expend 
As Brook by Brook bestow s i t s e l f  
To m u l t ip ly  th e  Pond.
T h e ir  W itnesses  were n o t—
E xcep t o c c a s io n a l  man—
I n  homely i n d u s t r y  a r ra y e d —
To o v e r ta k e  th e  Morn—
Nor was i t  f o r  a p p la u se —
That I  cou ld  a s c e r t a i n —
But in d ep en d en t E c s ta s y  
Of D e i ty  and Men—
By S ix ,  th e  P lood  had done—
No Tumult th e r e  had been 
Of D re s s in g ,  o r  D e p a r tu re —
And y e t  th e  Band was gone—
The Sun en g ro sse d  th e  E a s t—
The Day c o n t r o l l e d  th e  World—
The M irac le  t h a t  in t ro d u c e d
F o rg o t te n ,  as  f u l f i l l e d .  (783)
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As i n  "E xperience  i s  th e  Angled’ R o a d ," D ic k in s o n 's  
theme i s  n o t  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  a lo n e ,  b u t  i t s  e v a lu a t io n  i n  
th e  mind. Prom h e r  d e s i r e  to  "co u n t th e  Force"  o f  th e  
b i rd s o n g ,  and to  e x p la in  why th e  b i r d s  sang , we can i n f e r  
t h a t  th e  song j u s t i f i e s  a  poem n o t  f o r  i t s  b ea u ty  a lo n e ,  
b u t  as  a  p a r t  o f  t h a t  body o f  e x p e r ie n ce  which had to  be 
h e r  key to  com prehension o f  th e  "U niverse  o f  Human L i f e . "
Her aim i s  n o t  to  rep ro d u ce  th e  e x p e r ien c e  i n  p o e t ry ,  so 
much as to  an a ly ze  and u n d e rs ta n d  i t .
The m a th em atica l  im agery which D ick in so n  u se s  i n  th e  
f i r s t  p a r t  o f  th e  poem d e f in e s  th e  term s i n  which th e  ex­
p e r ie n c e  w i l l  be " t e s t e d "  as a  key to  com prehension . The 
im agery  works i n  two d i r e c t i o n s :  i t  p r e c i s e l y  m easures
th o se  th in g s  which a re  m easu rab le ,  such as t im e , and i t  
em phasizes , by c o n t r a s t ,  how im m easurable a re  th e  f o r c e s  o f  
th e  n a t u r a l  w orld which th e  b i r d s  i n h a b i t .  A f te r  th e  p r e c i s e  
en um era tion  o f  th e  b i r d s '  b e g in n in g  and end ing  h o u rs ,  
m a th em atic a l  measurement can ta k e  th e  sp e a k e r  no f u r t h e r .
She can n o t number sp a c e ,  o r  measure Noon ( " m e a s u re le s s  as
Noon" was an a l t e r n a t e  i n  h e r  m a n u sc r ip t  f o r  "n e ig h b o rin g  
1 7as  N oon"). She canno t coun t th e  " F o rc e ,"  o r  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  
o f  th e  b i rd s o n g ,  any more th a n  she can m easure th e  flow  o f  
b rooks  i n to  th e  pond.
A lthough D ick in so n  l a r g e l y  abandons h e r  m a th em atica l 
language  a f t e r  th e  second s ta n z a ,  she goes on to  d i s c u s s  
th e  whole o f  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  i n  th e  term s s e t  up by h e r  
m a th e m a tic a l  s i m i l e s .  The m a th em atica l  im agery  em phasizes
16
t h a t  measurement o f  d e t a i l s  such as  tim e w i l l  n o t  produce 
a  t r u e  measurement o f  th e  v a lu e  o f  t h i s  e x p e r ie n c e ;  th e  
d e t a i l s  o f  th e  t h i r d  and f o u r th  s ta n z a s  c o n t in u e  to  empha­
s i z e  th e  s e p a r a t e ,  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  n a tu r e  o f  th e  b i r d s '  
w o rld , which th e  sp e ak e r  i s  unab le  to  e n t e r .  The b i r d s '  
" p e r io d  f o r  Dawn," i t  i s  im p l ie d ,  i s  e a r l i e r  th a n  m an 's ;  
th e  o c c a s io n a l  w itn e s s  who ap p e ars  i s  concerned  m ain ly  to  
" o v e r ta k e  th e  Morn," as  i f  i t ,  o r  th e  essen ce  o f  i t ,  has 
a l r e a d y  escaped  him. The b i r d s '  i s  an " in d ep en d e n t E c s ta ­
s y , "  which n e i t h e r  needs n o r  adm its  th e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  
man. The c l o s e s t  th e  sp e a k e r  can come to  an u n d e rs ta n d in g  
o f  t h i s  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  a  s ta te m e n t  o f  i t s  p a r a d o x ic a l  e f f e c t .  
I t  i s  b o th  overwhelm ing, and i n s t a n t l y  f o r g o t t e n :  "The
M ira c le  t h a t  i n t r o d u c e d /F o r g o t te n ,  as f u l f i l l e d . "
I n  t h i s  poem, D ick in so n  con firm s h e r  f e a r  t h a t  e x t e r ­
n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  w i l l  be c lo s e d  to  th e  u n d e r s ta n d in g .  From 
th e  song, she has been a b le  to  l e a r n  n o th in g  which w i l l  
f u l f i l l  h e r  d e s i r e  f o r  a  " fo rm ula  o f  th e  Human U n iv e rse"  on 
which h e r  mind can c o n f id e n t ly  b u i l d .  Y et i f  t h i s  a t te m p t 
to  "coun t"  ex p e r ie n c e  has met w ith  f a i l u r e ,  th e  "C om plicate  
D i s c i p l i n e "  o f  l i f e  does have i t s  l e s s o n s  which man can 
l e a r n .  T h is  o th e r  s id e  o f  D ic k in s o n 's  i n t e r n a l  d e b a te  abou t 
th e  v a lu e  o f  e x p e r ien c e  i s  r e p r e s e n te d  by what R ich ard  Wil­
b u r  has c a l l e d  th e  "Sumptuous D e s t i t u t i o n "  poems, i n  which 
she  p u ts  fo rw ard  th e  view t h a t  one g a in s  s p i r i t u a l  b e n e f i t s  
th ro u g h  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  m a te r i a l  l o s s :
Success  i s  counted  s w e e te s t
By th o se  who n e ' e r  su cceed .
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To comprehend a n e c t a r  
R eq u ire s  s o r e s t  need .
Not one o f  a l l  th e  p u rp le  H ost 
Who took th e  F lag  today  
Can t e l l  th e  d e f i n i t i o n  
So c l e a r  o f  V ic to ry
As he' d e f e a te d — dying—
On whose fo rb id d e n  e a r
The d i s t a n t  s t r a i n s  o f  tr ium ph
B u r s t  ag o n ized  and c l e a r !  (67)
T h is  a l s o  i s  a  poem "c o u n tin g "  th e  v a lu e  o f  e x p e r ie n c e .
As W ilbur p o in t s  o u t ,  D ic k in s o n 's  dying s o l d i e r  i s  l e a r n in g
from h i s  l o s s  i n  two ways. F i r s t ,  t h e r e  i s  th e  id e a  o f
com pensa tion— t h a t  every  e v i l  c o n fe r s  some b a la n c in g  good.
B u t, f u r t h e r ,  D ick in so n  i s  a rg u in g  th e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  d e f e a t
to  v i c t o r y .  The v i c t o r s  canno t " t e l l  th e  d e f i n i t i o n "  o f
t h e i r  v i c t o r y ;  th e y  have no c l e a r  aw areness o f  i t s  v a lu e .
The s o l d i e r ,  however, can "comprehend th e  n e c ta r "  o f  su c c e s s
18th ro u g h  i t s  c o n t r a s t  to  h i s  own d e s p a i r .
A gain , D ic k in s o n 's  g o a l i s  n o t  e x p e r ie n c e ,  b u t  u nder­
s ta n d in g .  Her method i s  m inute  a n a ly s i s  o f  th e  im pact o f  
e x p e r ie n c e  on th e  mind. I n  d e f e a t ,  th e  s o l d i e r  who has 
ac h ie v e d  com prehension o f  v i c t o r y  h as  ta k e n  p o s s e s s io n  o f  
a  s t a t e  o f  mind, r a t h e r  th a n  p o s s e s s io n  o f  th e  th in g  i t s e l f .  
I n  d e c l a r in g  th e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  com prehension o v e r  a c t u a l  
v i c t o r y ,  D ick in so n  i s  a l s o  d e c la r in g  th e  tr ium ph  o f  th e  mind 
o v e r  e x p e r ie n c e .  I n  t h i s  poem, e x p e r ie n c e  has  o f f e r e d  h e r  
n o t  what she needed , b u t  a n o th e r ,  l e s s e r  th in g .  R a th e r  th an  
a c c e p t  p r i v a t i o n ,  she has c a l l e d  to  h e r  a id  t h a t  i d e a l i z i n g  
a s p e c t  o f  th e  mind which can c o n s t r u c t  im a g in a t iv e  p o s s e s ­
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s io n  o f  th e  ex p e r ie n c e  o u t o f  i t s  absence  o r  i t s  o p p o s i t e .
As W ilbur p u ts  i t ,  she has  l e a r n e d
t h a t  th e  a s p e c t  o f  th e  world i s  i n  no way con­
s t a n t ,  t h a t  th e  power o f  e x t e r n a l  t h in g s  depends 
on our s t a t e  o f  mind, t h a t  th e  s o u l  s e l e c t s  i t s  
own s o c i e ty  and may, i f  g ra n te d  th e  s t r e n g t h  to  
do so , s e l e c t  a s u p e r io r  o r d e r  and scope o f  
c o n sc io u sn e ss  which w i l l  r e n d e r  i t  f i n a l l y  i n ­
v u ln e r a b le .  ^
I n  sa y in g  t h a t  d e f e a t  can be re - fo rm ed  i n t o  v i c t o r y ,  D ic k in ­
son i s  a f f i rm in g  j u s t  t h a t  dream ing and d e s i r i n g  p a r t  o f  th e  
mind which so o f t e n  d e n ie s  i t s e l f  and " p r e f e r s ” e x p e r ie n c e .  
For t h i s  moment, a t  l e a s t ,  she has  ta k e n  th e  b i t s  and 
p ie c e s  which ex p e r ie n c e  has p r e s e n te d ,  and imposed h e r  own 
o r d e r  upon them.
I t  i s  n o ta b le  t h a t  t h i s  v i c t o r y  o v e r  ex p e r ien c e  i s  i n  
ev e ry  way " s e l f - c e n t e r e d . 1 D ic k in s o n ’s t h i r d  f a c t o r ,  th e  
God who has  a r ra n g e d  th e  c o n f r o n ta t i o n  o f  mind and e x p e r i ­
ence , does n o t  ap p ea r  h e r e .  The poem i s  an argument f o r  th e  
p o e t ’s own autonomy.
One o f  D ic k in s o n ’s most e l a b o r a t e l y  worked m a th em a tic a l  
poems, however, seems to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th e  m ind ’s v i c t o r y  
o v e r  e x p e r ie n c e  i s ,  a t  b e s t ,  a  l im i t e d  one:
A Clock s to p p e d —
Not th e  M a n te l ’s—
G eneva’ s f a r t h e s t  s k i l l  
C a n ' t  p u t th e  puppet bowing—
That j u s t  now dang led  s t i l l —
An awe came on th e  T r in k e t !
The F ig u re s  hunched, w ith  p a in —
Then q u iv e re d  o u t  o f  D ecim als—
I n t o  D e g re e le s s  Noon—
I t  w i l l  n o t  s t i r  f o r  D o c to rs—
T his  Pendulum o f  snow—
The Shopman im portunes  i t —
While c o o l— c o n c e rn le s s  No—
Nods from th e  G ilded  p o i n t e r s —
Nods from th e  Seconds s l im —
Decades o f  Arrogance between 
The D ia l  l i f e —
And Him— (287)
The s to p p ed  c lo c k  which i s  "Not th e  M a n te l’s , "  we can
assume to be th e  human b e in g ,  who a f t e r  e x p e r ie n c in g  i n  awe
and p a in  an a c t u a l  moment o f  d e a th ,  f i n a l l y  " q u iv e rs "  o u t
o f  l i f e  and i n t o  w hatever  s t a t e  l i e s  beyond. The " l i v in g "
c lo c k ,  n o t  y e t  s to p p e d ,  was a  d e v ic e  c o n s t ru c te d  f o r  th e
l i m i t e d  purpose  o f  m easuring  t im e , and D ic k in s o n ’s use  o f
"D ecim als" to d e s c r ib e  th e  t i n y  u n i t s  o f  measured tim e
makes th e  r e p e t i t i v e  round o f  th e  p o i n t e r s ,  th e  "D ia l l i f e , "
a p p e a r  r e s t r i c t e d  and mean. This c lo c k  i s  a p ro d u c t  o f
Geneva, com plete  w ith  " g i ld e d  p o i n t e r s "  and ca rved  p u p p e ts
20which come o u t and bow to  mark th e  s t r i k i n g  h o u rs .  I t  
i s  n e i t h e r  autonomous, n o r  im p o r ta n t ;  i t  i s  f i r s t  a  "p u p p e t ,"  
and th e n  a  " T r in k e t . "  The poem abounds i n  m y s te r io u s  au­
t h o r i t i e s  who have some i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  c r e a t i o n .  There i s  
th e  im p l ie d  clockm aker o f  th e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  (who m ight be seen  
as  th e  same shadowy God im p l ie d  i n  "E x p er ien ce  i s  th e  Angled 
R oad"), th en  th e  D o c to r s ,"  and f i n a l l y  th e  "Shopman."
The poem d e a l s  w ith  th e  s p e c i f i c  moment when th e  "pup­
p e t"  moves beyond i t s  "D ia l  l i f e "  to  a  r e a l i t y  o u t s id e  o f  
t im e .  I n  t h i s  moment, movement and tim e have been r e p la c e d  
by t h e i r  o p p o s i t e s .  The moving c lo c k  has  become im m obile .
The " F ig u r e s , "  which D ic k in s o n ’s c o m p lic a te d  t r i p l e  image 
has  compounded to  in c lu d e  th e  ca rved  p u p p e ts ,  th e  numbers on 
th e  c l o c k ’ s d i a l ,  and th e  im m ortal p a r t  o f  th e  p e rso n  who i s
d y in g , have "been t r a n s l a t e d  from th e  ’’D ia l  l i f e ” o f  "Dec­
im a ls ” to  " d e g re e le s s  Noon.” "Noon" i s  o f t e n  D ic k in so n ’ s
symbol f o r  heaven, e t e r n i t y ,  o r  overwhelm ing em o tio n a l f u l -  
21f i l l m e n t .  At noon, th e  sun seems to  s to p  o v erhead , and
th e  p o i n t e r s  seem to  s to p  t h e i r  measurement o f  th e  d eg ree s
22o f  th e  d i a l  and become a  " d e g re e !e s s "  v e r t i c a l  l i n e .
I n  choosing  to  d e s ig n a te  as " F ig u re s "  th o se  p a r t s  o f  th e  
c lo c k  which move from a  m ean in g less  round o f  measurement to  
t h i s  p e r p e t u a l  "Noon," D ick in so n  s t r e s s e s  th e  c o n t r a s t  be­
tween th e  t a s k  th ey  perform ed on e a r t h ,  and t h e i r  d e s t in y  
once th e  c lo c k  has s to p p e d .  I n  p e r p e t u a l  "Noon," one has 
e t e r n a l  freedom  from th e  need to  m easure t im e .
The c l o c k ’s pendulum, l i k e  a  s to p p ed  h e a r t ,  i s  now as 
co ld  as snow. The c lo c k  has su d d en ly  gone beyond th e  power 
o f  a l l  th o s e  t r y i n g  to  compel i t  to  m o tion . I t  " w i l l  n o t  
s t i r  f o r  D o c to r s ."  I t  i s  n o t  even concerned ; i t s  re sp o n se  
to  a l l  r e q u e s t s  i s  " c o o l ,  c o n c e rn le s s  No." Even th e  o r i g i n a l  
a r t i f i c e r ,  a t  G-eneva, can no lo n g e r  compel th e  puppet to  bow. 
As l i f e  was a  d o c i le  round o f  th e  d i a l ,  th e  new im m o b il i ty  
can o n ly  be se e n  as "Arrogance" by th o s e  s t i l l  i n t e r p r e t i n g  
r e a l i t y  by th e  s ta n d a rd s  o f  th e  tem p o ra l  w o rld . Where th e  
d i a l  was m easured i n  m inute  "D ec im a ls ,"  th e  a r ro g a n c e  i s  so 
g r e a t  t h a t  i t  i s  measured i n  "D ecades."
"Him," i n  th e  l a s t  l i n e ,  m ight be ta k e n  to  r e f e r  to  th e  
body o f  th e  c lo ck  i t s e l f ,  o r  to  th e  "Shopman." C h a rle s  An­
d e rso n  o b j e c t s ,  however, t h a t  th e  body o f  th e  c lo c k  has  been 
r e f e r r e d  to  th ro u g h o u t th e  poem as " i t , "  and t h a t  th e  "Shop-
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m a n ,” l o c a t e d  on th e  same s id e  o f  d e a th  as  th e  "D ia l l i f e , 11
t h e r e f o r e  canno t be s e p a ra te d  from th e  "D ia l  l i f e ” by
"Decades o f  A rro g an c e ."  Anderson a rg u es  t h a t  "Him"
r e f e r s  to  th e  s o u l  o f  th e  p e rso n  o r  c lo c k ,  now i n  an i n -
23s t a n t  o f  e t e r n i t y  removed by decades from m o r ta l  l i f e .
There i s  a l s o  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  "Him" r e f e r s  to  
G-od. "A rro g an ce ,"  however, canno t d e s c r ib e  th e  r e l a t i o n ­
s h ip  o f  th e  "D ia l l i f e "  to  th e  Geneva clockm aker, to  whom 
i t  has always been o b e d ie n t .  A nderson’s o b je c t i o n  a p p l i e s  
h e re  as  w e l l :  th e  "Arrogance" must be e x h ib i t e d  by some­
one o r  som ething on th e  f a r  s id e  o f  d e a th .  I n  th e  end, h i s  
e x p la n a t io n  t h a t  "Him" r e f e r s  to th e  so u l  o f  th e  c lo ck  i s  th e  
most p l a u s i b l e .
I n  choosing  th e  t i c k i n g  c lo c k  to  r e p r e s e n t  th e  l i v i n g  
man, D ick in so n  s t r e s s e s  th e  e x t e n t  to  which she se e s  man’s 
en trap m en t i n  tim e to  be th e  e ssen ce  o f  th e  m o r ta l  c o n d i t io n .  
E x p er ien ce  has alw ays t h i s  tem pora l d im ension ; tim e d e f in e s  
a l l  e x p e r ie n c e .  As t r a v e l e r s  on an an g led  ro a d ,  o r  m easurers  
o f  a  c i r c u l a r  d i a l ,  we se e  l i f e  a s  a sequence  o f  e v e n ts ,  and 
th u s  f a i l  to  comprehend a u n iv e r s a l  w hole, which some p a r t  
o f  o u r  minds n e v e r t h e l e s s  acknow ledges. Anderson p o in t s  
o u t  th e  im portance  o f  t h i s  theme i n  D ic k in s o n 1s p o e t ry :
T h is was h e r  l i t t l e  o n to lo g i c a l  d i s c o v e ry :  
t h a t  man’ s i n a b i l i t y  to  g ra sp  s u p e rn a l  b ea u ty  
and t r u t h  i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  h i s  m ind’s im p r iso n ­
ment in  tim e r a t h e r  th a n  th e  im prisonm ent o f  
h i s  s p i r i t  i n  a  body. I n  th e  e x t e r n a l  w orld , 
what seem l i k e  o b je c t s  to  th e  l i m i t e d  m o r ta l  
view a re  r e a l l y  a s p e c t s  o f  n a tu r e  as  p r o c e s s ,  
n a tu r e  go ing  down to  th e  "dea th"  o f  e t e r n i t y .  
C onverse ly , what man se es  as  p ro c e s s  and change
a r e  th e  i l l u s o r y  p i c t u r e s  c a s t  by th e  im m utable 
on h i s  t im e - t r a p p e d  s e n s e s .  I t  i s  man who 
moves, i n  h i s  f r e t f u l  l i v i n g  and th e  e n d le s s  
c i r c l i n g  o f  h i s  p l a n e t .  I f  he were n o t  e a r t h -  
bound, t h a t  i s  tim e-bound , he  cou ld  see  t h a t  
m otion  and f i x i t y  i n  th e  u n iv e r s e  a r e  r e l a t i v e  
to  h i s  e c c e n t r i c  p o in t  o f  view .
I n  ”A Clock s to p p e d ,” a clockm aker d e l i b e r a t e l y  con­
s t r u c t e d  th e  c lo ck  and presum ably  s e t  i t  a t  th e  m easuring  
p r o c e s s .  More th a n  i n  any poem so f a r  c o n s id e re d ,  D ick in so n  
h e re  su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  c l o c k ’ s "D ia l l i f e ” o f  tfD ec im als” has  
been f u t i l e ,  f o r  ”Noon” has  n o t  been ach iev ed  by th e  c o u n t in  
o f  d e c im a ls ,  b u t  has been assumed by th e  "p u p p e t” o n ly  when 
i t  ceased  to  coun t them. The m a th em atica l  im agery demeans 
th e  c lo c k ’s 1 e x p e r ie n c e ” i n  th e  m o r ta l  w orld . There i s  no 
su g g e s t io n  i n  th e  poem t h a t  th e  c o u n tin g  and m easuring  were 
u s e f u l  i n  a c h ie v in g  . ’’Noon,” y e t  i t  was th e  n a tu re  o f  the  
c lo c k  to m easure , as i t  i s  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  mind to  ’’.sum” 
o r  ’’c o u n t” e x p e r ie n c e .  The c lo ck  has  been d es ig n ed  f o r  a  
u s e l e s s  t a s k ,  as  th e  mind has been d e s ig n e d ,  o r  has chosen, 
to  e v a lu a te  e x p e r ie n c e  ”Q u ite  O p p o s i t e .” D ic k in so n ’s con­
t r a s t  between ’’Decim als" and ’’D e g re e le s s  Noon” s u g g e s ts  t h a t  
because  man i s  des ig n ed  as he i s ,  h i s  f a i l u r e  to  "sum" tim e 
and e x p e r ie n c e  i s  as i n e v i t a b l e  as  h i s  a t te m p t .  "I s h a l l  
know why— when Time i s  o v e r , "  she b e g in s  one poem (1 9 3 ) .
Does one b eg in  to  know th e  answers to  th e  r i d d l e  o f  e x p e r i ­
ence o n ly  when one c e a se s  to  measure time?
D ick in so n  r e f u s e s  to  deny t h a t  p a r t  o f  h e r  mind which 
i n s i s t s  t h a t  somewhere beyond e x p e r ie n c e  l i e s  a p e r f e c t l y  
com prehensib le  whole. Whatever c r e a t o r  has a r ra n g e d  th e  un­
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easy  a l l i a n c e  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  and mind has  a r ra n g e d  t h i s  a l s o :
Image o f  L ig h t ,  Adieu— 
th a n k s  f o r  th e  in t e r v i e w —
So lo n g — so s h o r t —
P r e c e p to r  o f  th e  whole—
Coeval C a rd in a l—
Im p a r t—D ep art— (1556)
I n  th e  p h ra s e ,  "Coeval C a r d in a l , "  D ick in so n  p r e s e n t s  th e  
i d e a  o f  an e s s e n t i a l  ( " c a r d i n a l 1*), e le m e n ta l  f o r c e ,  "Co­
e v a l ” s u g g e s ts  t h a t  t h i s  image e x i s t s  a t  th e  same tim e as  
h e r s e l f ,  and b o th  in s i d e  and o u t s id e  h e r s e l f .  P e rh ap s  she 
en joyed  the  i r o n y  i m p l i c i t  i n  " C a r d in a l , "  which can a l s o  be 
d e f in e d  as a number used to  i n d i c a t e  q u a n t i ty ,  r a t h e r  th a n  
one used  to  i n d i c a t e  o r d e r .  I n  any c a s e ,  t h i s  f o r c e  rem inds 
h e r  t h a t  o u t s id e  h e r  own p e r c e p t io n s  th e r e  e x i s t s  a  "whole" 
o f  which she can g a in  momentary v i s i o n s ,
D ick in so n  u ses  s i m i l a r  m a th em a tic a l  f i g u r e s  o f  speech  
i n  a n o th e r  poem to  d e s c r ib e  th e  same dim aw areness o f  a 
w orld  beyond h e r  com prehension:
My Cocoon t i g h t e n s — C olors  t e a s e —
I*m f e e l i n g  f o r  th e  A ir—
A dim c a p a c i ty  f o r  Wings 
Demeans th e  D ress I  wear—
A power o f  B u t t e r f l y  must be—
The A p ti tu d e  to  f l y  
Meadows o f  M ajesty  im p l ie s  
And easy  Sweeps o f  Sky—
So I  must b a f f l e  a t  th e  H in t
And c ip h e r  a t  th e  S ign
And make much b lu n d e r ,  i f  a t  l a s t
I  ta k e  th e  c lu e  d iv in e — (1099)
N e i th e r  o f  th e se  poems le a v e s  any doubt as  to  h e r  a r e a
o f  c o n fu s io n .  She i s  c e r t a i n  t h a t  b o th  w orlds e x i s t .  The
i d e a l  world o f  th e  whole, th e  "Meadows o f  M a je s ty ,"  must
e x i s t ,  she s t a t e s ,  sim ply  because  she f e e l s  w i th in  h e r s e l f  
th e  "A p ti tu d e  to  f l y . "  Her problem  i s  n o t  to  convince h e r ­
s e l f  o f  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  b o th  w o rld s , b u t  to  f in d  h e r  way from 
one to  th e  o t h e r .  Can i t  be done by " s e le c t in g "  a v a lu e  f o r  
e x p e r ie n c e  which can t r a n s c e n d  e x p e r i e n c e d  p r i v a t i o n s ,  a3 
i n  "S uccess  i s  counted  s w e e te s t" ?  Or by escape from th e  
m e an in g less  "D ia l l i f e , "  as  i n  "A Clock s to p p ed "?  The co­
coon o f  h e r  p r e s e n t  s t a t e  i s  th e  o n ly  s o l i d  r e a l i t y  she i s  
a b le  to  p e r c e iv e .  There i s  o n ly  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  f a r  from 
c e r t a i n ,  t h a t  i f  she " c ip h e r s  a t  th e  S ig n ,"  she can f in d  h e r  
way.
$hese poems, i n  which we have seen  h e r  " c ip h e r in g "  a t  
th e  "S ig n s"  which e x p e r ie n c e  o f f e r s  h e r ,  em phasize above a l l  
h e r  d i s t a n c e  from any i d e a l  world o f  th e  w hole. Her p e rc e p ­
t i o n s  a r e  u n r e l i a b l e ;  th e  mind f a i l s  to d e c ip h e r  th e  c lu e s  
o f  th e  n a t u r a l  world o r  o f  h e r  own in n e r  n a t u r e .  I t  seems 
an i n e f f e c t i v e  d e v ic e  c o n s t ru c te d  f o r  a  m ean in g less  ta s k :
" .  . . Utmost i s  r e l a t i v e — /Have n o t  o r  H ave /A djacen t 
sums . . ."  (1 2 9 1 ) .  The e f f o r t  to  "sum" r e a l i t y  seems f u ­
t i l e ;  she can " f i g u r e , "  b u t  she canno t know;
• „ . Our E s t im a te s  a  Scheme—
Our U lt im a te s  a Sham—
We l e t  go a l l  o f  Time w ith o u t
A r i th m e t ic  o f  him— (1184)
Y et she r e c o g n iz e s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  th e  d iv id e d  com­
p o n en ts  o f  h e r  mind w i l l  come to g e th e r  i n  u n i t y .  Some 
" P re c e p to r  o f  th e  whole" may make o f  h e r  f rag m en ts  o f  tem pora l 
e x p e r ie n c e  som ething e t e r n a l  and co m p reh en sib le :
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• • . The Heaven, i n  which we* hoped to  pause 
When D i s c ip l i n e  was done 
U ntenab le  to  Logic
But p o s s ib ly  th e  one— (1293)
CHAPTER I I I
COMPLICATE DISCIPLINE: EMILY DICKINSON AND GOD
I n  th e  s t r u g g le  to  m a s te r  and make use  o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  
t h e r e  i s  an unknown f a c t o r ,  th e  f o rc e  which has en g in ee red  
t h i s  c o n f r o n ta t io n  i n  which D ick inson  se e s  h e r s e l f  to  "be i n ­
v o lv e d .  I n  "E xperience  i s  th e  Angled Hoad," t h i s  f o rc e  i s  
a u th o r  o f  th e  "C om plicate D i s c ip l in e "  o f  e x p e r ie n c e .  In  "A 
Clock s to p p e d ,"  he has  become a c lockm aker, c r e a t i n g  machin­
e ry  f o r  i r r e l e v a n t  m easurem ent. I n  o th e r  poems, D ic k in so n ’ s 
God i s  p i c tu r e d  as th e  g iv e r  o f  u n a l t e r a b l e  r a t i o s ,  numbers 
o r  e q u a t io n s  which one must s t r u g g le  to  u n d e rs ta n d :
*Tis One by O n e -- th e  F a th e r  .co u n ts—
And th e n  a  T ra c t  between
S e t  C y p h e rle ss— to te a c h  th e  Eye
The Value o f  i t s  Ten—
U n t i l  th e  p e e v ish  S tu d en t  
A cqu ire  th e  Quick o f  S k i l l —
Then Numerals a re  dowered back—
A dorning a i l  th e  R ule—
fT is  m ostly  S l a t e  and P e n c i l—
And D arkness on th e  School 
D i s t r a c t s  th e  C h i ld r e n ’ s f ingers*—
S t i l l  th e  S te r n a l 'R u le
R egards l e a s t  C ypherer a l i k e  
With L ead er  o f  th e  Band—
And ev e ry  s e p a r a te  U rc h in 's  Sum—
I s  fa s h io n e d  f o r  h i s  hand— (545)
The image o f  th e  c o u n tin g  F a th e r  was f a m i l i a r  to  Amherst 
c h u rc h g o e rs .  There was th e  com passionate  F a th e r  who numbered
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th e  f a l l  o f  th e  sparrow s, and th e  s t e r n e r  Judge who num­
b e re d  i n d i v i d u a l  s i n s .  Both o f  th e s e  may be im p l ie d ,  b u t  
D ic k in s o n ’s F a th e r  f u n c t io n s  m ain ly  as  a  s e t t e r  o f  sums i n  
t h i s  poem, and th e  lambs and sparrow s o f  B i b l i c a l  m etaphor 
a r e  r e p la c e d  by d u l l  s c h o la r s  s t r u g g l i n g  o v e r  s l a t e s  o f  
p rob lem s.
Again, D ic k in s o n ’s s c h o la r s  a r e  g ra p p l in g  w ith  th e  
problem s o f  e x i s te n c e ,  and a g a in ,  t h e i r  “f ig u r e s "  f a i l  to  
p ro v id e  th e  answ ers . D ic k in s o n ’s language s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  
s tu d e n ts  a r e  dependent on t h e i r  sch o o lm a s te r  f o r  em otiona l 
as  w e ll  as i n t e l l e c t u a l  f u l f i l l m e n t .  The s tu d e n ts  e n c o u n te r  
’’T ra c ts  . . . S e t  O y p h e r le s s ," when th e  s c h o o lm a s te r  d e l i b ­
e r a t e l y  w ith h o ld s  th e  numbers, th e  raw m a te r i a l  from which 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  must be f a s h io n e d ,  i n  o r d e r  to te a c h  t h e i r  
v a lu e  by t h e i r  ab sen ce . The s tu d e n t s  th e n  have n o t  th e  
s l i g h t e s t  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  com prehension u n t i l  th e  num erals  
a r e  "dowered b a c k ,"  th e  word s u g g e s t in g  n o t  o n ly  th e  g e n e r ­
o s i t y  o f  th e  g iv e r ,  b u t  a l s o  th e  jo y  and f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  th e  
r e c i p i e n t .
This  sc h o o lm a s te r  who a l t e r n a t e l y  g iv e s  and w ith h o ld s  
i s  an i r o n i c  r e v e r s e  image o f  D ic k in s o n ’s "Image o f  L ig h t , "  
o r  ’’P r e c e p to r  o f  th e  Whole." The s c h o la r s  have an i n s t i n c ­
t i v e  need to  add t h e i r  numbers i n t o  a  whole. But i n s t e a d  o f  
th e  "Image o f  L ig h t , "
. • • *Tis m o stly  S l a t e  and P e n c i l  
And D arkness on th e  School 
D i s t r a c t s  th e  C h i ld r e n ’s f i n g e r s  . . .
I n s t e a d  o f  an i d e a l  whole, th e  c h i ld r e n  have an in e x o r a b le
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11 E te r n a l  R u le , " and. a m a s te r  who p re a c h e s  i m p a r t i a l  j u s t i c e
and p r a c t i c e s  r i g i d  in h u m an ity :
. . . S t i l l  th e  E te r n a l  Rule 
Regards each Gypherer a l i k e  
With l e a d e r  o f  th e  Band 
And ev e ry  s e p a r a te  U rc h in ’s Sum 
I s  f a s h io n e d  f o r  h i s  hand—
These c la im s ,  which sh o u ld  have th e  r i n g  o f  d em o cra tic  im­
p a r t i a l i t y ,  come u nder  th e  shadow o f  th e  p re c e d in g  p i c t u r e  
o f  d a rk n e s s  and d i s t r a c t i o n ,  and th u s  succeed  on ly  i n  sound­
in g  i n f l e x i b l e  and u n j u s t .
l i k e  th e  t r a v e l e r  on h i s  ro a d ,  o r  th e  p o i n t e r s  m easuring  
t h e i r  d i a l ,  th e  c h i ld r e n  as th e y  cypher a re  engaged i n  a s e ­
q u e n t i a l  t a s k  which has  been imposed on them by s u p e r io r  au­
t h o r i t y .  Each has  had a s p e c i f i c  sum " fa s h io n e d  f o r  h i s  
hand" by u n a l t e r a b l e  law . Each can  d e a l  o n ly  w ith  th e  f r a g ­
ment he has been g iv e n ;  each e x i s t s  i n  a  w orld  where sums 
come o n ly  one a t  a  t im e , "One by One," o r  sometimes n o t  a t  
a l l .  L ik e  D ic k in s o n ’s c lo c k ,  th e  s c h o la r s  a r e  cyphering  i n  
a  w orld  o f  t im e , w h ile  a  "Rule" which th e y  can se n se ,  bu t 
n o t  u n d e rs ta n d ,  a w a i ts  them i n  e t e r n i t y ,  beyond ex p e r ie n c e d  
t im e .
Once a g a in ,  t h e r e  i s  no s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  th e  s c h o la r s*  
sums w i l l  e v e r  l e a d  them to  th e  " E te rn a l  R u le ."  A lthough 
th e  s c h o o lm a s te r  g iv e s  num erals  ( i r o n i c a l l y ,  he g iv e s  them 
m ost f r e e l y  to  th o se  who have a l r e a d y  a c q u ire d  s k i l l ) ,  th e s e  
o n ly  "adorn" th e  Rule which i t  i s  h i s  most im p o r ta n t  f u n c t io n  
to  a d m in i s t e r .  The cyphering  s t u d e n t s ,  l i k e  D ic k in s o n ’s c lo ck  
b e fo re  i t  s to p s ,  a r e  t r a p p e d  i n  a  mode o f  e x i s te n c e  which can-
n o t  h e lp  them .to  knowledge o f  th e  w orld beyond t h e i r  num­
b e r s  •
I n  a n o th e r  poem, th e  in c o m p re h e n s ib le  sums become an
a r b i t r a r y  e q u a t io n :
I  r e a s o n ,  D arth  i s  s h o r t —
And Angui sh— ab s o l u t e —
And many h u r t ,
B u t, what o f  t h a t?
I  r e a s o n ,  we cou ld  d i e —
The b e s t  V i t a l i t y  
Cannot e x c e l  Decay,
B u t, what o f  th a t?
I  r e a s o n ,  t h a t  i n  Heaven—
Somehow, i t  w i l l  be even—
Some new E q u a tio n , g iv e n —
B u t, what o f  t h a t?  (301)
H ere , D ick in so n  i s  a g a in  th e  s c h o la r  do ing  s u m s , .b u t 
th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  problem  she has been s e t  to  s o lv e ,  and h e r  
r e a c t i o n  to  I t ,  a re  more c l e a r l y  s p e c i f i e d .  She i s  t r y i n g  to  
b a la n c e  an " e q u a t io n ’' which h as ,  on one s id e ,  th e  p a in  o f  
e x p e r ie n c e d  l i f e ,  and on th e  o ther*  th e  prom ised  rew ard  o f  a 
l i f e  beyond e x p e r ie n c e .  Her t a s k  i s  to  d em o n s tra te  t h a t  the  
e a r t h l y  p a in  on one s id e  i s  equa l to  th e  h eav en ly  rew ard on 
th e  o t h e r .
Again , man i s  seen  as im prisoned  i n  a  s h o r t  span  o f  tim e 
i n  which he can s e n s e ,  b u t  n o t  u n d e rs ta n d ,  h i s  human co n d ix io n : 
w. . . D arth  i s  s h o r t— /And Anguish— a b s o lu te — /And many h u r t , /  
B u t ,  what o f  t h a t ? 11 ih e  q u e s t io n  wnich ends th e  s ta n z a  i s  a 
d e l i b e r a t e l y  ambiguous r e a c t i o n  to  th e  p o e t* s  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  
a n g u is h .  I s  she s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  an u n f e e l in g  heaven does n o t  
c a re  i f  a n g u isn  i s  a b s o lu te  on e a r th ?  Or t h a t  e a r t h  does n o t
m a t te r ,  s i n e s  heaven i s  to  come? Or even t h a t  i n d i f f e r e n c e  
i s  th e  b e s t  re sp o n se  to  th e  c o m p le x i t ie s  o f  e x i s te n c e ?
I n  th e  second s ta n z a ,  r e a s o n  has no t i l in g  to  su g g e s t  as 
a  re sp o n se  to  e a r th * s  an g u ish  ex c ep t to  d i e .  l i f e  a t  i t s  
b e s t  canno t be b e t t e r  th a n  d e a th ,  o r  d e c a y .  B ut, she says  
a g a in ,  what o f  t h a t ?  I s  l i f e  so im p o r ta n t  t h a t  d e a th  i s  
s i g n i f i c a n t ?  For o n ly  i n  heaven, as  th e  t h i r d  s t a n z a  makes 
c l e a r ,  can she hope to  f in d  ’’some new E q u a t io n ” which w i l l  
make th in g s  " e v e n ,” and j u s t i f y  th e  e x p e r ien ce  o f  angu ish  
which b e w ild e rs  h e r  i n  l i f e .
The a t te m p ts  o f  re a s o n  to  b a la n c e  l i f e * s  e q u a t io n  o f  
an g u ish  v e r s u s  h eav en ly  rew ard a r e ,  i n  t h i s  poem, a  f a i l u r e .  
The a s s e r t i o n  i n  th e  t h i r d  s ta n z a  t h a t  "somehow” a new 
e q u a t io n  w i l l  be " g i v e n , ” n e g a te s  th e  re a s o n in g  p ro c e s s  em­
p lo y ed  i n  th e  f i r s t  two s ta n z a s  to  f i n d  a  pu rpose  i n  e a r t h l y  
d e s p a i r  and d e f e a t .  The e q u a t io n  as  seen  from e a r t h  cannot 
be r a t i o n a l l y  b a la n c e d .  Reason must abandon i t s  in d e p en d en t 
e f f o r t  and a c c e p t  what w i l l  be " g iv e n .” Even t h i s  i s  c a l l e d  
i n t o  q u e s t io n  by th e  f i n a l  r e p e t i t i o n :  "But, what o f  t h a t ? ”
These two poems show D ic k in s o n ’ s hopes f o r  h e r  own a u to n ­
omy a r r a y e d  f u l l  f o rc e  a g a in s t  th e  God which h e r  e x p e r ie n c e  
h as  shown h e r .  I n  t h a t  world o f  dream and d e s i r e  which she 
acknow ledges, h e r  own powers o f  mind would be m e a n in g fu l ly  
employed. A w orld  shou ld  e x i s t  i n  which she would be a b le  to 
com plete h e r  sums and so lv e  h e r  e q u a t io n s .  Such a  world must 
i n  f a c t  e x i s t ,  f o r  h e r  sc h o o lm a s te r  i n h a b i t s  i t ;  i t  i s  i n  such 
a  w orld  t h a t  th e  "new E q u a t io n ” w i l l  be g iv e n .  But l i k e  h e r
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,!sumptuous d e s t i t u t i o n 11 p h i lo s o p h y ,  h e r  in c o m p le te  sums and 
m is s in g  numbers i n d i c a t e  th a t  h e r  e a r t h l y  l i f e  i s  a  l i f e  o f  
in a d e q u a c ie s .  Reason has n o th in g  to  work w ith ;  she- i s  com­
p e l l e d  to  deny h e r  i n s t i n c t  f o r  com ple teness  and to  p u t  h e r  
t r u s t  i n  t h a t  f ra g m en ta ry  w orld  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  which h e r  mind, 
u n a id ed ,  can n ev e r  shape in to  a  w hole . P or v i s i o n s  o f  any 
o th e r  w orld , she i s  l e f t  w ith  n o th in g  to  t r u s t  b u t  God, and 
how can she t r u s t  a God who has p la c e d  h e r  i n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  
com pelled  h e r  mind tc  t h i s  "P re a p p o in te d  P a in ? "
The to n e  o f  th e se  poems, i r o n i c  and ang ry , em phasizes 
D ic k in s o n fs em o tiona l r e a c t i o n  to  h e r  s i t u a t i o n  as w e ll  as  
h e r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  r e a c t i o n .  I n  b o th  poems she makes a m oral 
judgment on th e  human c o n d i t io n  as she d e s c r ib e s  i t .  She u se s  
m athem atics  n o t  on ly  as h e r  symbol f o r  th e  im potence o f  th e  
mind, b u t  a l s o  as th e  symbol o f  th e  u n j u s t  and unequal r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p  w ith  God in  which she f e e l s  h e r s e l f  to  b e . I n  b o th  
"*T is One by One*1 and "I R e a so n ,1 th e  p r e s e n t  she has e x p e r i ­
enced— th e  "Darkness on th e  S c h o o l ,"  th e  e a r t h l y  an g u ish — 
u n d e rc u ts  th e  a f f i r m a t i o n  t h a t  "ev ery  s e p a r a te  U rchin*s Sum/
I s  f a s h io n e d  to  h i s  h a n d ,11-o r  t h a t  "Some new E qua tion"  w i l l  
be g iv e n .  I n  each c a se ,  what sh o u ld  have been an a s su ra n c e  o f  
hope i s  c o n v e r te d  i n to  a  d o c t r in e  o f  i n f l e x i b i l i t y .  The c o u n t­
in g  R a th e r  o r  sc h o o lm a s te r ,  th e  g i v e r  o f  e q u a t io n s ,  i s  shown 
to  be n o t  o n ly  h y p o c r i t i c a l ,  b u t u n j u s t  as w e l l .
I n  a n o th e r  poem, th e - .u n ju s t  e q u a t io n  i s  compounded in to  
a  " r a t i o " :
F o r  each e c s t a t i c  i n s t a n t  
We must an an g u ish  pay
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I n  keen  and q u iv e r in g  r a t i o  
To th e  e c s t a s y .
For each be loved  h o u r  
Sharp p i t t a n c e s  o f  y e a r s —
B i t t e r  c o n te s te d  f a r t h i n g s —
And C o ffe rs  heaped w ith  T ea rs!  (125)
I f  th e  e q u a t io n  was u n b a lan ced , th e  r a t i o  i s  more so .  For 
each  h a p p in e s s ,  one pays n o t  an eq u a l amount o f  p a in ,  b u t  
t h a t  amount many tim es m u l t i p l i e d .  D ick in so n  mixes h e r  
m a th em a tic a l  im agery  w i t h .economic te rm s , d r a m a t ic a l ly  p i l i n g  
up th e  p r i c e  to  be p a id ,  w h ile  em phasiz ing  by th e  j u x t a p o s i ­
t i o n  o f  th e  human and th e  economic t h a t  th e  payment i s  made 
n o t  i n  c o in ,  b u t  in * e m o tio n s .  The "Sharp p i t t a n c e s ” a re  
a c t u a l l y  y e a rs  o f  p a in ;  th e  " f a r t h i n g s ” a r e  " B i t t e r ” and 
" c o n te s t e d ” ; th e  " C o f f e r s ” a re  heaped n o t  w ith  g o ld ,  b u t  w ith  
human t e a r s .  The m oral judgment i s  made e x p l i c i t  i n  th e
second l i n e :  "we must an an g u ish  p a y . ” This  s e t t l e m e n t  i s
n o t  n e g o t i a t e d ,  b u t d i c t a t e d ,  in e s c a p a b le  and u n f a i r .
"F o r  each  e c s t a t i c  i n s t a n t "  i s  one o f  a  group o f  poems 
i n  which D ick inson  d is c u s s e s  h e r  " b a rg a in ” w ith  God i n  econ­
omic te rm s .  These poems, l i k e  th o se  j u s t  d i s c u s s e d ,  te n d  to 
p r e s e n t  D ick in so n  as  th e  v ic t im  o f  a s u p e r i o r  f ig u r e  who i s
a t  b e s t  u n f e e l in g ,  and p o s s ib ly  d is h o n e s t  as  w e l l :
I  n e v e r  l o s t  as much b u t  tw ic e ,
And t h a t  was i n  th e  sod .
Twice have I  s to o d  a b eg g a r
B efo re  th e  door o f  God!
A ngels— tw ice  descend ing  
Reimbursed my s t o r e —
B u rg la r !  Banker-—F a th e r !
I  am poor once more! (49)
D ic k in s o n fs p re v io u s  l o s s e s — presum ably , s in c e  th e y  were
11 i n  th e  s o d , ” she has  b u r ie d  peop le  she lo v e d — have so 
d e v a s ta te d  h e r  t h a t  she has become a  ”b e g g a r , ” n o t  on ly  
f i n a n c i a l l y  p o o r ,  b u t  s p i r i t u a l l y  b ro k en  and u n ab le  to  h e lp  
h e r s e l f .  V iv ian  P o l i a k ,  who has examined D ic k in s o n 's  econ-
i s  a  n e c e s s a ry  c o n d i t io n  f o r  " re im bursem en t” ; God w i l l  n o t
c a s e ,  G od 's "A ngels” have tw ice  r e s u p p l i e d  h e r ;  e i t h e r  she 
i s  no lo n g e r  a b eg g a r  because  she has  r e a t t a i n e d  a s p i r i t u a l  
s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  o r  she has had , a g a in ,  someone to  lo v e .  But 
once more she has become ’’p o o r , ” and makes h e r  am b iv a len t 
a d d re s s  to  th e  God who g iv e s  and a l s o  ta k e s  away. As "B u rg la r ,  
he has  s t o l e n  a  t r e a s u r e  which i s  r i g h t f u l l y  h e r s ;  a s  ."Banker" 
he i s  th e  p o s s e s s o r  o f  r i c h e s  which he can d is p e n s e  o r  w ith ­
h o ld  as he chooses; as  "F a th e r"  he m ight be ex p ec ted  to  s ta n d  
i n  th e  r o l e  o f  lo v in g  g u a rd ia n .  But as  i n  th e  m a th em atica l 
poems, th e  f i r s t  two words u n d e rcu t  th e  t h i r d ,  so t h a t  
D ic k in s o n 's  a d d re s s  i s  l e s s  an ap p e a l  th a n  an a c c u s a t io n .
When D ick in so n  p r e s e n t s  l i f e  as  a  cosmic " b a rg a in ,"  she 
u n d e r l in e s  G od 's  i n j u s t i c e  and h e r  own h e l p l e s s  an g e r :
omic images i n  d e t a i l ,  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  h e r  s p i r i t u a l  p o v e r ty
"re im b u rse"  h e r  u n t i l  she has become a " b e g g a r .”
I  asked no o th e r  t i l in g —
No o th e r — was d e n ie d —
I  o f f e r e d  B eing— f o r  i t —
The K ig h ty  M erchant sn e e red  . ( 621)
At t im e s ,  she r e v o l t s  o u t r i g h t :
• . . I s  Heaven an Exchequer? 
Ih ey  speak  o f  what we owe— 
But t h a t  n e g o t i a t i o n  
I 'm  n o t  a  P a r ty  t o — ( 1270)
Whether D ic k in s o n 's  m a th em atica l  im agery p r e s e n t s  God. as
sh o p k eep er , s c h o o lm a s te r ,  o r  g iv e r  o f  sums, e q u a t io n s ,  and. 
r a t i o s ,  he i s  always a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and i n f l e x i b l e ,  and 
f r e q u e n t l y  g u i l t y  o f  sh a rp  p r a c t i c e .  But what she  seems 
e s p e c i a l l y  to  r e s e n t  i s  t h a t  she has  no o th e r  p la c e  to  go.
As when she f e l t  h e r  mind Mcom pelled” to  i t s  ch o ice  by God’s 
nam eless  f o r c e  i n  ’’E x p erien ce  i s  th e  Angled R o a d ,” she i s  
p r e s e n te d  w ith  a seeming cho ice  which i n  a c t u a l i t y  can o n ly  
be made i n  one way. God i s  th e  m erchan t who h as  th e  one 
th in g  she w an ts . I f  he i s  th e  ’’B u r g l a r , ” he i s  a l s o  th e  
’’B anker” who can re im b u rse  h e r ,  and h e r  o n ly  ’’R a th e r” as w e l l .  
When he i s  a s c h o o lm a s te r ,  he can g iv e  o r  w ith h o ld  th e  num­
b e r s  which she must have to  work h e r  sums. W ithout t h i s  
a u t h o r i t a r i a n  f i g u r e ,  she  i s  e i t h e r  beggared  o r  im m obilized .
But a l th o u g h  D ick in so n  p i c t u r e s  h e r s e l f  as  dependent 
on h e r  God f o r  s u p p o r t ,  she r e f u s e s ,  a s  P o l i a k  p o in t s  o u t ,  to  
submerge h e r  s p i r i t u a l  independence  and to  rem ain  a perm anent 
beggars
The p o e t ’ s re sp o n se  to  a God who i s  b u r g l a r ,  
b a n k e r ,  and f a t h e r ,  i s  a  parody  o f  a p r a y e r .  Her. 
angry  im p re c a t io n  i s  a s ig n  o f  em o tio n a l s t r e n g t h .  
D e s p i te  th e  c o n c lu s io n — "I am poor once m ore!”— 
th e  s p e a k e r  has  n o t  y e t  become a  b eg g a r .
D ick in so n  can m a in ta in  a  minimal independence  s im ply  by 
r e a c t i n g  to  t h i s  d i c t a t e d  ’’b a r g a in ” w ith  a n g e r .  And a l th o u g h  
she  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  a t te m p t  to  comprehend as f u t i l e ,  she  con­
t i n u e s ,  i n  t h i s  lo n g  s e r i e s  o f  poems, to  make th e  e f f o r t .
CHAPTER IT
THE HIED ITSELF: ASSERTIONS OF AUTONOMY
What vexes Emily D ick in so n  i s  y e t  what sav es  h e r :  she
s e e s  e x i s te n c e  as  a s e r i e s  o f  o p p o s i te s*  I f  man e x i s t s  i n
t im e , he i s  s t i l l  p o t e n t i a l l y  a c r e a tu r e  o f  e t e r n i t y .  I f
man e x i s t s  i n  d e s p a i r ,  he has  a l s o  an unbounded c a p a c i ty  f o r
e c s t a s y .  I f  man i s  com pelled  to  an e x c lu s iv e  dependence on
tem p o ra l e x p e r ie n c e ,  he y e t  r e t a i n s  i n  h i s  own mind t h a t
i n s t i n c t  which i n s i s t s  t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  more th a n  th e  sum o f
e x p e r ie n c e :
The B ra in — i s  w id e r  th a n  th e  Sky—•
For— p u t  them s id e  by s id e —
The one th e  o th e r  w i l l  c o n ta in  
With e a se — and You—b e s id e —
The B ra in  i s  d e e p e r  th a n  th e  s e a —
For— h o ld  them—Blue to  B lue—
The one th e  o th e r  w i l l  ab so rb —
As Sponges*—B ucke ts— do—
The B ra in  i s  j u s t  th e  w eigh t o f  God—
For— H e f t  them—Pound f o r  Pound—
And th e y  w i l l  d i f f e r — i f  th e y  do—
As S y l l a b l e  from Sound— (632)
A gain, D ick inson  i s  a t te m p tin g  to  "sum1* th e  r e l a t i v e  
v a lu e s  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  and mind. Her p s e u d o - s c i e n t i f i c  
m easurem ents o f  w id th , dep th  and w eigh t r e s t a t e  th e  ques­
t i o n s  she has been - c o n s id e r in g . in 'h e r  m a th em atica l  poems.
I s  t r u t h  o b j e c t i v e ,  to  be d is c o v e re d  by m inute a n a ly s i s  o f
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th e  e x t e r n a l ,  ex p e r ien ce d  world? Or i s  i t  s u b j e c t i v e ,  to  
be g ra sp e d  by th e  b r a i n  which depends p a r t l y  on e x p e r ie n c e  
and p a r t l y  on i t s  own i n s t i n c t  and i n t u i t i o n ?
I f  t r u t h  can be a r r i v e d  a t  by measurement o f  th e
ex p e r ie n c e d  w orld , th en  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  
method— e x a c t  w eighing  and m easuring  o f  ’’sk y 11 and " s e a ”—■ 
w i l l  i n v a r i a b l y  produce t r u t h .  But D ick in so n  b e g in s  h e r  
poem w ith  a  f l a t  s ta te m e n t  t h a t  ex p e r ie n ce d  r e a l i t y  i s  n o t  
enough. The b r a i n  i s  wwider'" ana "d e e p e r” th a n  sky and s e a .  
I t  w i l l  " c o n ta in ” n o t  o n ly  th e  sky , b u t  man as  w e l l :  "And
You— b e s i d e . ” I t  w i l l  " a b s o rb ” th e  s e a  w ith  e q u a l e a s e .  To 
“c o n t a in ” and “a b s o rb ” i s  to  ta k e  th e  b ra in * s  measurements 
o f  sky , s e a ,  and man, and to  o r d e r  them i m a g i n a t i v e l y - - t h a t  
i s ,  to  r e l a t e  them to  a w ider  r e a l i t y  which th e  b r a i n  p e r ­
c e iv e s  beyond th e  e x p e r ien ce d  r e a l i t y  o f  sky and s e a .  I t  i s
t h i s  o r d e r in g ,  “ab so rb in g "  c a p a c i ty  which makes th e  b r a i n  
w id e r  and d e e p e r  th a n  th e  a c t u a l i t y  o f  sky and s e a .
F u r th e r ,  th e  b r a i n ,  which i s  “j u s t  th e  w e ig h t o f  G od,” 
i s  eq u a l i n  some way to  God h im s e l f .  The God who compels 
man tc  choose th e  “P re a p p o in te d  P a i n ” o f  e x p e r ie n c e  has now 
been eq u a led  by a b r a in  v/hich can “a b s o rb ” and u c o n ta in "  
e x p e r ie n c e .
T h is  o p p o s i te  s id e  o f  th e  mind*s r e l a t i o n  to  God i s  
seldom a d d re s se d  as d i r e c t l y  as  i n  th e  l a s t  s t a n z a  o f  t h i s  
poem. The b r a i n  and God a re  s a id  to  be o f  eq u a l "w e ig h t ,"  
y e t  th e y  a r e  n o t  a s i n g l e  e n t i t y .  The b r a i n ,  D ick in so n  im­
p l i e s ,  has  i t s  own measure o f  autonomy; i t  i s  a b le  to  equal
God, and a l s o  to  d i f f e r  from him i n  th e  same way t h a t  
" S y l l a b l e 11 d i f f e r s  from "Sound."
What does th e  d i f f e r e n c e  between " S y l la b le "  and "Sound" 
im ply? A s tu d e n t  o f  th e  d i c t i o n a r y ,  D ick in so n  would be 
aware t h a t  a  s y l l a b l e  i s  a  u n i t  o f  sound to  w hich, i n  r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p  w ith  o th e r  s i m i l a r  u n i t s ,  a  meaning can be a s s ig n e d .  
I n  o t h e r  words, i t  i s  a  r a t i o n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  o f  sound. I f ,  
a s  th e  o r d e r  o f  D ick lnson*s  words seems to  i n d i c a t e ,  th e  
b r a i n  i s  th e  " S y l la b le "  o f  th e  an a lo g y , and God i s  th e  "Sound, 
th e n  th e  b r a in  fu n c t io n s  as an i n t e r p r e t e r  and o r g a n iz e r  o f  
th e  "Sound" r e c e iv e d  from God. "Sound" i s ,  from th e  b r a i n 1s 
f i n i t e  and tim e-bound p e r s p e c t iv e ,  a  m ean in g less  n o i s e .  On 
t h i s  n o i s e  th e  b r a i n  has imposed an o r d e r ,  a  system  o f  mean­
in g ,  in v e n te d  by i t s e l f .  I n  so do ing , th e  b r a in  has a f f i rm e d  
an i n d i v i d u a l  s o v e re ig n ty ,  e x e rc i s e d  a  c r e a t i v e  power, which 
makes i t  " j u s t  th e  w eigh t o f  God.",
The mind o p e r a te s  as o r g a n iz e r  o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  as  w e ll
a s  r e a s o n e r  and d ream er. I n  t h i s  o r g a n iz in g  c a p a c i ty ,  th e
poem s a y s ,  i t  comes v e ry  c lo s e  to e q u a l i t y  w ith  God h im s e l f .
A nother poem, however, seems to  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  th e  mind canno t
comprehend e t e r n i t y  sim ply  by o rg a n iz in g  i t s  p e r c e p t io n s  in to
symbols i n t e l l i g i b l e  to  i t s e l f :
I f  I  could  t e l l  how g la d  I  was 
I  shou ld  n o t  be so g la d —
But when I  cannot make th e  F o rce ,
Nor mould i t  i n to  Word,
I  know i t  i s  a  s ig n
That new Dilemma be
From m athem atics  f u r t n e r  o f f
Than from E t e r n i t y .  (1668)
H ere , D ick in so n  se es  m athem atics  and language  e q u a l ly
as  symbols o f  an o rd e r  which o u r  b r a in s  have imposed on th e  
chaos o f  p e rc e iv e d  e x p e r ie n c e .  The v e r b a l  symbols w ith  
which she t r i e s  to  "sum" e x p e r ie n c e  i n  p o e t ry  a r e  th e  
c o u n te r p a r t  o f  th e  m a th em atica l  symbols which she u ses  to  
i n d i c a t e  th e  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  between h e r  f i n i t e  w orld  o f  tim e 
and measurement and th e  i n f i n i t e  w orld  she hopes to  compre­
hend . But t h i s  poem, which combines her. v e rb a l  and math­
e m a t ic a l  e f f o r t s  to  "sum" th e  r e a l i t y  o f  g la d n e s s ,  b eg in s  
w ith  a  s ta te m e n t  o f  h e r  f a i l u r e :  " I f  I  cou ld  t e l l  how g la d
I  w as / i  shou ld  n o t  be so g la d — "
D ic k in s o n ’s r e c o g n i t io n  o f  t h i s  f i r s t  "dilem m a," h e r  
u rg e  to  red u ce  h e r  jo y  to  words, in v o lv e s  two r e a l i z a t i o n s .  
F i r s t ,  a p a r t  o f  the  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  jo y  i s  th e  knowledge t h a t  
i t  i s  beyond human e x p re s s io n .  A lthough th e  very  i n t e n s i t y  
o f  th e  e x p e r ie n ce  engenders th e  d e s i r e  to  r e c r e a t e  i t  ( i n  
word-sym bols, i n  p o e t r y ) ,  th e  essen ce  o f  jo y  i s  th e  u n iq u e­
n e s s  o f  i t s  moment. I n  t e l l i n g  how g la d  she was, th e  p o e t  
can n e v e r  r e c a p tu r e  t h a t  g la d n e s s .  Second, th e  a t te m p t  to  
r e c r e a t e  any e x p e r ie n c e  i s  doomed to  f a i l ,  because th e  sym­
b o l— th e  word o r  the  number— i s  n o t  th e  r e a l i t y ,  b u t  o n ly  an 
a p p ro x im a tio n .  " P e rc e p t io n  o f  an o b je c t  c o s t s / P r e e i s e  th e  
o b j e c t ’s lo s s "  (1 0 7 1 ), as she s a id ;  w ha tever  one g a in s  i n  
p e r c e p t io n  by re d u c in g  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  to  m an ip u lab le  sym bols, 
th e  r e a l i t y  i s  l o s t .
For b o th  th e s e  re a s o n s ,  ex p e r ie n c e  cannot be rep roduced  
i n  word-symbols w ith o u t d im in is h in g  i t .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  i n  
p o e t r y  she o f t e n  t r i e s  to  "mould i t  i n t o  Word," o r  to  wring
from h e r  jo y  some t r u t h  which e x p la in s  o r  even t r a n s c e n d s
th e  e x p e r ie n c e  i t s e l f .  To do t h i s  she must “make th e  F o r c e , ’'
o r  summon th e  c r e a t i v e  energy  to  convey th e  e x a c t  q u a l i t y  o f
h e r  e x p e r ie n c e ,  and, a t  th e  same tim e , im p a r t  to  i t  t h a t
p la c e  which i t  shou ld  have i n  h e r  e n v is io n e d  “w h o le .” i h i s
seems to  have been f o r  h e r  p a r t l y  an e f f o r t  o f  o r g a n iz a t io n ,
o f  f i n d in g  f o r  each a s p e c t  o f  tem pora l e x p e r ie n c e  i t s  e x a c t
p la c e  i n  th e  e t e r n a l  scheme. “When I  t r y  to  o rg a n iz e ,  my
27l i t t l e  Force e x p lo d e s ,” she w rote  to  H ig g in so n . Beyond 
t h a t ,  to  “make th e  F o rc e ” in v o lv e s  an e lem en t o f  g e n e ra t io n ,  
as  she t r i e s  to  c r e a t e  the e x a c t  com bina tion  o f  symbols wnicn 
w i l l  rep ro d u ce  th e  e x p e r ie n c e .  I t  i s  t h i s  power to  g e n e ra te  
a p p r o p r ia t e  symbols and o rg a n iz e  them i n t o  an  a c c u r a te  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  ex p e r ie n c e  which she f e e l s  i n  th e  b ird so n g  
o f  "The B ird s  begun” (7 8 3 ) .  I n  t h a t  poem, however, she canno t 
i n t e r p r e t  th e  b i rd s*  sym bols; she “ c o u ld .n o t  coun t t h e i r  
F o r c e .” I n  “The B ra in  i s  w ider  th a n  th e  S k y ,” she c e l e b r a t e s  
th e  human b r a i n  th e  same g e n e r a t in g  and o r g a n iz in g  c a p a c i ty  
which she has f a i l e d  to  u n d e rs ta n d  i n  th e  b i rd s o n g .
D ick in so n  s a y s ,  i n  “I f  I  cou ld  t e l l  how g la d  I  w as,"  t h a t  
h e r  u rg e  to  r e c r e a t e  h e r  jo y  i n  words has in v o lv e d  h e r  I n  a 
f i r s t  dilemma: jo y  i s  beyond adequa te  e x p r e s s io n .  Her
r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  she cannot “make th e  F o rc e ” in v o lv e s  h e r  i n  
a  “new dilemma” ; even i f  jo y  cou ld  be e x p re s s e d ,  she h e r s e l f  
cou ld  n o t  f i n d  th e  v i s i o n  to  g iv e  i t  i t s  f u l l  m eaning. But 
t h i s  i s  an ad m iss io n  she has made, i n  c l e a r e r  la n g u a g e ,  many 
t im es  b e f o r e .  Here she goes f u r t h e r  th a n  a  c o n fe s s io n  o f
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f a i l u r e .  I n  th e  “Sumptuous D e s t i t u t i o n 11 poems, she has 
a rgued  t h a t  to  undergo d e p r iv a t io n  i s  to  g a in  i n  u n d er­
s ta n d in g .  I n  t h i s  poem she a rg u e s  t h a t  to  f a i l  i n  un d er­
s ta n d in g  i s  somehow to  be c l o s e r  to  t r u t h :
But when I  cannot make th e  f o r c e ,
Nor mould i t  i n t o  Word,
I  know i t  i s  a  s ig n  
That new Dilemma be 
Prom m athem atics  f u r t h e r  o f f  
Than from D t e m i t y .
“M athem atics" and "Word," a l th o u g h  th e y  a re  th e  most 
e f f e c t i v e  c r e a t io n s  o f  th e  im a g in a t io n  i n  i t s  s t r u g g le  to 
o rg a n iz e  tem pora l e x p e r ie n c e  i n t o  a m ean ingfu l form , a re  n o t 
th e  ways to  comprehend e t e r n i t y .  L ike  D ic k in s o n 's  c lo ck , 
th e y  a re  d es ig n ed  to  measure on ly  tim e and sp a c e .  To 
" t e l l  how g la d  I  was"— to  measure jo y — i s  "m a th em atic s ."
To approach  e t e r n i t y ,  she must go i n  th e  o p p o s i te  d i r e c t i o n ,  
and adm it h e r  "new Dilemma," h e r  f a i l u r e  to  measure jo y .
When she th u s  acknowledges j o y ’s u n iq u e , im m easurable power, 
she  l e a v e s  "m athem atics"  f u r t h e r  and f u r t h e r  b e h in d , b u t  
she i s  c a r r i e d  c l o s e r  and c l o s e r  to  e t e r n i t y .
I n  "The B ra in  i s  w id e r  th a n  th e  Sky ," and " I f  I  cou ld  
t e l l  how g la d  I  w as,"  D ick in so n  q u e s t io n s  th e  v a lu e  o f  t h a t  
e x p e r ie n c e  on th e  "Angled Road" which she " P re f e r r e d  a g a in s t  
th e  M ind." I n  th e s e  two poems i t  i s  t h a t  dream ing, d e s i r i n g  
a s p e c t  o f  th e  b r a i n  which e n v is io n s  th e  i d e a l ,  on which she 
depends to  d e te rm in e  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  tem pora l e x p e r ie n c e  
to  e t e r n i t y .
And D ick in so n  does , i n  f a c t ,  e n v i s io n  moments o f  c lo s e -
n e s s  to  e t e r n i t y  which axe n o t  ac h iev e d  by any co n sc io u s
e f f o r t  th e  mind can make* Her word f o r  such a  v i s i o n ,
which she seems to  have a p p r o p r ia te d  from th e  s e v e n te e n th -
28c e n tu ry  m y stic  S i r  Thomas Browne, i s  " c i r c u m f e r e n c e ." 
D ic k in s o n ’ s ch o ice  o f  a  g e o m e tr ic a l  term  to  e x p re s s  xh is  
im p o r ta n t  e lem ent o f  h e r  " C e l e s t i a l  Mechanics*1 i n d i c a t e s  
how c l o s e ly  i t  i s  l i n k e d  i n  h e r  mind w ith  the  measurement 
o f  tem pora l e x p e r ie n c e ,  which she so o f t e n  e x p re s se s  i n  
m a th em atica l te rm s . "Circumference** i s  th e  word she chooses 
to  e x p re s s  th e  o p p o s i te  o f  a l l  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  and f a i l e d  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  h e r  m a th em atica l  im agery .
Her h a b i tu a l  sense  o f  s e p a r a t io n  from th e  whole, h e r  
h a b i t u a l  c o n d i t io n  o f  be ing  "overwhelmed to  know,*1 made i t  
a lm o s t n e c e s s a ry  f o r  D ick in so n  to  in v e n t  such a te rm . Here 
was one l a i d  ready  to  hand. Browne had used  th e  term  to
s i g n i f y  "a sense  o f  b o u n d le ssn e ss  r a d i a t i n g  o u t from a  c i r -
29 ”50c le .* '  ^ I n  se v e n te e n  poems i n  which D ick in so n  u se s  i t ,
i t  seems to sym bolize a  momentary escape from a l l  th e  f a i l e d  
sums and fo rc e d  b a rg a in s  o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .  Human ex­
i s t e n c e ,  as  o u t l i n e d  i n  h e r  m a th em atica l  poems, i s  confinem ent 
i n  a  w orld  o f  m easurem ent, t im e , f i n i t e  sp a c e ,  u n r e l i a b l e  
s e n so ry  p e r c e p t io n .  C ircum ference i s  im m ensity , i n f i n i t y ,  
u n i t y ,  e t e r n i t y .
The d e t a i l s  o f  t h i s  v i s i o n  v a ry .  I n  some poems, C h arles
Anderson f e e l s ,  c irc u m fe ren ce  i s  n o t  always beyond th e  p o e t* s  
31r e a c h .  S c o t t  D onaldson, however, f e e l s  t h a t  c ircu m fe re n ce
rem ains  "beyond, h e r ;  i t  "came to  s ta n d  f o r  th e  u n re a c h a b le
g o a l  she was always q u e s t in g  tow ard—-the g oa l o f  p e r f e c t  p e r -
32c e p t io n  and i d e a l  co m p reh en s io n .11 W illiam  Sherwood and
A lb e r t  J .  G-elpi see  c irc u m fe re n ce  as  a  more l i m i t e d  form
o f  com prehension . Sherwood b e l ie v e s  t h a t  th e  word d e s c r ib e s
3311 an a r e a  o f  c o m p re h en s io n .11 G-elpi s e e s  i t  as  a  d e s c r i p t i o n
34o f  " th e  f a r t h e s t  boundary o f  human e x p e r i e n c e ,"  b u t  s t i l l  
a s  a  boundary , which must be a  b a r r i e r  a g a in s t  t o t a l  un ion  
w ith  th e  whole she s e e k s .  But w hatever  th e  d e t a i l s ,  circum ­
fe r e n c e  e x p re s se s  D ick in so n * s  sense  o f  h e r  o c c a s io n a l  power 
to  go beyond e x p e r ie n c e ,  and m om entarily  to  f u l f i l l  th e  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .
I n  a  l i f e  o f  fo rc e d  c h o ic e s ,  bad b a r g a in s ,  d i c t a t e d  
e q u a t io n s ,  and sums le a d in g  nowhere, how i s  c i rc u m fe re n c e  to  
be ach ieved?  D ick in so n  has t e s t e d  ev e ry  f a c e t  o f  h e r  mean­
i n g f u l  e x p e r ie n c e  i n  p o e t r y ,  and has f a i l e d  to  make i t  i n t r o ­
duce h e r  to  e t e r n i t y .  She c o n t in u e s ,  however, to  i n s i s t  on 
h e r  own a b i l i t y  to  ac h iev e  i l l u m i n a t i o n .  I f  she has n o t  so 
f a r  comprehended e t e r n i t y ,  i t  i s  because  she does n o t  know 
how o r  where to  lo o k .  "The b lu n d e r  i s  i n  e s t i m a t e . / B t e m i t y  
i s  t h e r e , "  she d e c la r e s  (1 6 8 4 ) .  I n  th e s e  se v e n te e n  poems 
she g iv e s  up " e s t im a te "  and r e l i e s  on hope. "Io  hope w ith
3*5th e  Im a g in a t io n  i s  i n e v i t a b l e , "  she once w rote  to  H ig g in so n . J
C ircum ference  i s  what she e n v is io n s  when she hopes w ith  th e
im a g in a t io n :
I  saw no Way— th e  Heavens were s t i t c h e d —
I  f e l t  th e  Columns c lo s e —
The B a r th  r e v e r s e d  h e r  H em ispheres—
I  to u ch ed  th e  U n iv e rse —
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And back i t  s l i d — and I  a lo n e —
A Speck upon a B a l l—
Went o u t  upon C ircum ference—
Beyond th e  Dip o f  B e l l —■ (378)
As i n  " I f  I  cou ld  t e l l , "  she b eg in s  by c o n fe s s in g  h e r  
i n a b i l i t y  to  move. I n  t h a t  poem h e r  c o n fe s s io n  f in d s  h e r ,  
a t  b e s t ,  o n ly  ap p roach ing  e t e r n i t y ,  b u t  h e re  she a c t u a l l y  
to u ch es  h e r  g o a l .  At th e  v e ry  moment o f  f a i l u r e ,  when she 
s e e s  no way to go f u r t h e r ,  th e  b a r r i e r s  b e fo re  h e r  p a r t  and 
she to u c h es  " th e  U n iv e r s e ."  The cosmic term s i n  which she 
d e s c r ib e s  h e r  v i s i o n  le a v e  no doub t t h a t  i n  t h a t  moment she 
e x p e r ie n c e s  a  sen se  o f  un ion  w ith  th e  i n d e f i n i t e  "whole" 
which she has been  p u r s u in g .  T h is  moment, however, i s  n o t  
a  "new E q u a tio n "  d i c t a t e d  by an a u t h o r i t a r i a n  G-od. The p o e t  
a lo n e ,  w ith o u t  a s s i s t a n c e ,  has m om entarily  sensed  t h i s  
whole.
A gain , th e  im p l i c a t io n s  o f  h e r  chosen image show what
was i n  h e r  mind. I n  h e r  poems o f  " e s t i m a t e , "  D ick in so n  has
c o n s i s t e n t l y  p i c tu r e d  h e r s e l f  as r e s t r i c t e d  to  a  cocoon, a
s in g l e  s t r a i g h t  ro a d ,  o r  th e  l i m i t e d  a r c  o f  a  pendulum. Now
th e  l i m i t e d  a r c  i s  ex tended  "beyond th e  Dip o f  B e l l " — f u r t h e r
th a n  th e  a r c  o f  a  r in g in g  b e l l .  C ircum ference  i s  an a r c
36com pleted , a p o s s i b i l i t y  f u l f i l l e d .
I n  "My Cocoon T ig h te n s ,"  D ick in so n  m a in ta in s  t h a t  an 
i d e a l  w orld  must e x i s t  s im ply  because  o f  h e r  a b i l i t y  to  en­
v i s i o n  i t .  By e n v is io n in g  c i rc u m fe re n c e ,  she has escaped  
from th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  tim e, sp a c e ,  and p e r c e p t io n ,  i n t o  
t h a t  i d e a l  w orld . The co ncep t i t s e l f  i s  h e r  v i c t o r y  over
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th e  sc h o o lm a s te r  Grod who would have h e r  be c o n te n t  w ith  
th e  " g iv e n s ” o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .  I n  i t ,  she p i c t u r e s  
h e r  own im a g in a t io n ,  l i b e r a t e d  from th e  a n a ly s i s  o f  ex­
p e r ie n c e ,  in d e p e n d e n t ly  assuming t h a t  u n io n  w ith  th e  whole 
which i s  th e  u n s ta t e d  g o a l  o f  so many o f  th e  poems d is c u s s e d  
above.
I n  a n o th e r  poem abou t b i rd s o n g ,  D ick in so n  d em o n s tra te s
what happens when a n a ly s i s  i s  suspended :
At H a lf  p a s t  Three, a  s in g l e  B ird  
Unto a  s i l e n t  Sky 
Propounded b u t a  s in g l e  term  
Of c a u t io u s  melody.
At H a lf  p a s t  Four, Experim ent 
Had su b ju g a te d  t e s t  
And l o ,  Her s i l v e r  P r i n c i p l e  
S u p p lan te d  a l l  th e  r e s t .
At H a lf  p a s t  Seven, E lem ent 
Nor Im plem ent, be seen —
And P la c e  was where th e  P re se n c e  was 
C ircum ference  betw een. (1084)
H ere, a s  i n  "The B ird s  begun a t  Four o ’ c l o c k , ” th e  
b ird so n g  i s  w orthy  o f  a t t e n t i o n  as  an im p o r ta n t  f r a c t i o n  
o f  D ic k in s o n ’s e lu s iv e  whole. As b e f o r e ,  b o th  b i r d  and 
l i s t e n e r  e x i s t  i n  t im e ; w hatever  s ta te m e n t  th e  b i r d  i s  
making i s  c a r e f u l l y  n o te d  a g a i n s t  th e  h ou rs  o f  i t s  d e v e l­
opment. I n  some ways, however, th e  l a t e r  poem i s  a  r e v e r s e  
image o f  th e  e a r l i e r ,  f o r  h e re  th e  l i s t e n e r ’s e x p e r ie n c e  i s  
one o f  i n c l u s i o n ,  n o t  o f  e x c lu s io n .
The b i r d ’s s ta te m e n t  deve lops  w ith  s c i e n t i f i c  p r e c i s i o n ,  
from "term " and " t e s t ” to  " e x p e r im e n t ."  By h a l f  p a s t  f o u r ,  
th e  experim en t i s  e v id e n t ly  s u c c e s s f u l .  "Her s i l v e r  P r i n ­
45
c i p l e "  ( t h e  b i r d ’s song, which i s  a t  th e  same tim e th e  
h y p o th e s is  b e in g  t e s t e d  by experim en t)  has  s u p p la n te d  
e v e ry th in g  e l s e .  By h a l f  p a s t  seven , ’’e lem en t '1 and " im ple­
ment" (song  and b i r d )  have d is a p p e a re d .  A sen se  o f  s e p a ra ­
t i o n  ( " P l a c e ” ) has  r e p la c e d  th e  b i r d ,  b u t  th e  song has  
c r e a te d  a  "C ircum ference"  which, as th e  word "between" i n ­
d i c a t e s ,  hangs between b i r d  and l i s t e n e r ,  betw een remembered 
p re se n c e  and new a b sen ce , between remembered song and new 
s i l e n c e .  W ith in  th e  c i r c l e  o f  song, some k in d  o f  im p o r ta n t  
s ta te m e n t  has  been made and u n d e rs to o d .  The song and th e  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  th e  l i s t e n e r  have c r e a te d  c irc u m fe re n ce  
betw een them.
T his c irc u m fe re n ce  i s  in d e p en d en t  o f  a n y th in g  beyond 
' b i r d  and l i s t e n e r .  The b i r d ,  s in g in g  to  a  " s i l e n t  s k y ,"  i s  
.n o t  an a g e n t  o f  in c o m p reh en s ib le  d iv in e  p u rp o se .  L ik e  th e  
..b irdsong i n  "The B ird s  b e g u n ," t h i s  i s  an " in d ep en d e n t 
.E c s t a s y . "  D ic k in s o n ’s s c i e n t i f i c  d i c t i o n  em phasizes t h a t  i t  
i s  n o t  d iv in e  r e v e l a t i o n  which th e  b i r d  i s  com m unicating; th e  
b i r d  i t s e l f  i s  c a u t io u s l y  t e s t i n g  each  term  o f  i t s  s ta te m e n t .
Nor i s  th e  l i s t e n e r ’s p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  c irc u m fe re n c e  th e  
r e s u l t  o f  any a t te m p t  to  "count th e  P o rce"  o f  th e  song. I n  
s t a n z a  two o f  "The B ird s  begun ,"  h e r  e f f o r t  was to  measure 
th e  b i r d s '  " P o rc e ,"  and i n  s ta n z a  f o u r ,  to  a s c e r t a i n  i t s  
p u rp o se .  H ere , th e  l i s t e n e r  does n o t  in t r u d e  o r  even a p p e a r .  
There i s  no " I "  i n  th e  poem, and we can i n f e r  th e  p o e t ' s  
p re s e n c e  on ly  from h e r  d e s c r i p t i o n .  R a th e r  th a n  " c o u n t in g ,"  
she  has  p a r t i c i p a t e d  o n ly  by shap ing  th e  b i r d ' s  song i n  h e r
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im a g in a t io n ,  im ag in ing  th e  " s i l v e r  P r i n c i p l e 1’ o f  the  song 
a s  s u p p la n t in g  th e  m easurab le  w o rld . - As th e  m a th em atica l 
im agery  o f  "The B ird s  begun" em phasized th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  
measurement as  a way to  t r u t h ,  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  im agery  o f  
t h i s  poem i r o n i c a l l y  em phasizes th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  s c i e n c e ,  
Im a g in a t io n  has ea rned  th e  p o e t  c i rc u m fe re n c e ,  where m easure­
ment d id  n o t .
A no ther poem a d d re s s e s  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  " e a rn in g "  c i r ­
cum ference more d i r e c t l y :
When B e l l s  s to p  r i n g in g — Church— b e g in s —
The P o s i t i v e — o f  B e l l s —
When Cogs— s to p — t h a t ' s  C ircum ference—
The U lt im a te — o f  W heels. (633)
I t  seems to  be n e c e s s a ry  t h a t  th in g s  s to p -—l i k e  D ic k in s o n 's
c lo ck — b e fo re  "C irc u m fe ren ce ,"  th e  " U l t im a te ,"  can be
p o s s i b l e .  And i f  th e  cogs and w hee ls , l i k e  th e  c lo ck ,  a re
a n a lo g ie s  f o r  th e  m easuring  mind o f  man, th e n  i t  i s  th e
m easu rin g , " e s t im a t in g "  f a c u l t y  which must s to p ,  i n  o rd e r
f o r  th e  mind to  be l i b e r a t e d  from "m athem atics"  and draw
n e a r  to  e t e r n i t y .
I n  c i rc u m fe re n c e ,  th e n ,  Emily D ick in so n  has  in v e n te d  a 
way f o r  h e r  mind to  m a s te r ,  o r  p e rhaps  to  go beyond, th e  
l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  tem pora l e x p e r ie n c e .  When measurement o f  
ex p e r ie n c e  f a i l s  h e r ,  she p o s t u l a t e s  an im a g in a t iv e  le a p  
which ta k e s  h e r  beyond th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  t im e , r e a s o n ,  and 
o rd in a ry  se n so ry  p e r c e p t io n .  By i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  h e r  mind can, 
a f t e r  a l l ,  ta k e  h e r  beyond th e  a n g le  i n  e x p e r i e n c e 's  ro a d ,  
she m a in ta in s  h e r  co n f id e n ce  i n  a  s e l f  which can th in k ,  and
e x i s t ,  in d e p en d en t  o f  th e  11 C om plicate D i s c i p l i n e 51 imposed by 
God. I f  r e a s o n  has e x p lo re d  a l l  avenues to  c e r t a i n  knowledge 
and found them c lo s e d ,  she has  s t i l l  t h i s  c a p a c i ty  f o r  dream 
and d e s i r e ,  which a llow s h e r  m om entarily  to  " touch  th e  Uni­
v e r s e , 11 a f f i rm in g  h e r  own c a p a c i ty  to  se e  even in  th e  fa c e  
o f  G-odfs overwhelming power.
CHAPTER V 
THE MATHEMATICS OP EXPERIENCE
I n  h e r  m a th em atica l  v o c a b u la ry ,  D ick in so n  f in d s  an 
i n e x h a u s t i b l e  so u rce  o f  im agery  i n  which to  make c o n c re te  
th e  d e t a i l s  o f  th e  c o l l i s i o n  betw een e x p e r ie n c e ,  mind, and 
God. As a system  o f  u n i t s  and f r a c t i o n s ,  m athem atics  r e p r e ­
s e n t s  f o r  h e r  a  p o t e n t i a l  u n i t y ,  a  cosmic whole o f  which she 
d im ly  f e e l s  h e r s e l f  a  p a r t .  O c c a s io n a l ly ,  as  i n  11 My Cocoon 
t i g h t e n s , 11 she makes t h i s  whole e x p l i c i t .  More o f t e n ,  i t  i s  
an u n s ta t e d  g o a l .  I n  "The B ird s  begun ,"  "* T is  One by One th e  
F a th e r  c o u n ts ,"  and "I R eason ,"  t h i s  u n a t t a i n a b l e  g o a l  s ta n d s  
i r o n i c a l l y  s e p a r a te  from th e  f r u i t l e s s  c a l c u l a t i o n s  by which 
she t r i e s  to  r e a c h  i t .
As a  c o n s t r u c t  o f  th e  human mind, m athem atics  r e p r e s e n t s  
a l s o  a  p a th  from h e r  f ra g m e n ta ry  w orld  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  to  t h a t  
w orld  o f  th e  w hole. D ick in so n  s e e s  th e  system  o f  m athem atics  
as  a  system  o f  p ro v a b le  o r d e r ,  n o t  o n ly  i n t u i t i v e l y  b u t  a ls o  
d em o n s trab ly  t r u e .  The demand which h e r  p o e t ry  makes o f  ex­
p e r ie n c e  i 3 t h a t  i t  p ro v id e  h e r  w ith  j u s t  such  an o r d e r .  Each 
m a th em a tic a l  p o e m . in s i s t s  t h a t  some a s p e c t  o f  e x p e r ie n c e — 
w hethe r  i t  be p re m o n it io n  o f  d e a th ,  in n e r  knowledge o f  human 
a n g u ish ,  o r  th e  v ag u e ly  f e l t  " A p ti tu d e  to  f l y " — y i e l d  to  h e r ,
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i n  P a rk e r* s  words, " th e  fo rm u las  o f  th e  Human U n iv e rse ,  
th e  C e l e s t i a l  Mechanics o f  M ankind." And t h i s  each a s p e c t  
o f  e x p e r ien c e  r e f u s e s  to  do. I n  h e r  poems o f  " e s t im a te , "  
D ick in so n  p la y s  a g a in s t  th e  e x a c t i tu d e  o f  m a th em atica l  
measurement th e  m easuring  c a p a b i l i t i e s  o f  h e r  own mind. 
Words l i k e  " c o u n t ,"  "sum," " m u l t ip ly ,"  and "b a lan c e"  con­
n o te  a u t h o r i t y  and p r e c i s i o n .  Such words a re  t o o l s  w ith  
which r e l i a b l e  r e s u l t s  sh o u ld  be a c h ie v a b le ,  b u t  t h e i r  
e x a c t i tu d e  i s  u n d e rc u t  by th e  c o n te x t  o f  each te rm . The 
i n t a n g i b l e s  b e ing  m easured, b a la n c e d ,  o r  m u l t i p l i e d  n eg a te  
th e  p r e c i s i o n  o f  th e  la n g u a g e :  "numerous as s p a c e ,"  " to
m u l t ip ly  th e  Pond ."  The im pact o f  th e  f a i l u r e  to  measure 
i s  i n t e n s e ,  because  th e  e f f o r t  to  measure has been  so p re ­
c i s e ;  th e  p o s s i b l e  p a th  from e x p e r ie n c e  to  u n i t y  has been 
f o r c e f u l l y  c lo s e d .
As th e  a t te m p ts  o f  th e  mind to  comprehend e x p e r ie n ce  
end i n  f a i l u r e ,  th e  m a th em atica l  system  which sh o u ld  r e p r e ­
s e n t  th e  im a g in a t io n 1s g r e a t e s t  tr ium ph becomes a symbol o f  
l i m i t a t i o n  r a t h e r  th a n  p o s s i b i l i t y .  The m easuring  mind be­
comes a  d u l l  s c h o la r  whose f i g u r e s  f a i l  to  t e l l  him what he 
needs to  know, and God an i n f l e x i b l e  s c h o o lm a s te r  whose 
r u l e s  and e q u a t io n s  can n o t be u n d e rs to o d  o r  a l t e r e d .  I n  "A 
Clock s to p p ed "  and " fT is  One by One th e  F a th e r  c o u n ts ,"  th e  
mind i s  t r a p p e d  i n  a  t a s k  o f  m ean in g less  measurement which 
p ro v id e s  no p a th  to  any w orld  which m ight e x i s t  beyond i t s  
t i n y  c i r c u i t .  I n  th e s e  poems, human im a g in a t io n  and re a s o n  
a r e  u n ab le  to  impose on e x p e r ie n c e  any o rd e r  com parable to
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t h a t  which m athem atics r e p r e s e n t s .  I f  th e  mind, has any 
c h o ic e  a t  a l l ,  i t  can choose on ly  th e  chaos to  which i t  
i s  doomed by i t s  u n r e l i a b l e  p e r c e p t io n s ,  o r  th e  11 eq u a tio n "  
which God i n  h i s  own tim e w i l l  d i c t a t e .  I n  n e i t h e r  case  
has  th e  mind any p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  autonomy. The s e l f  i s  
G od 's  p u p p e t ,  and e x p e r ie n c e  i s  a  " D is c ip l in e "  which te a c h e s  
o n ly  p a i n •
I n  D ick inson*s  d e b a te  abou t th e  v a lu e  o f  e x p e r ie n c e ,  
however, a  se n se  o f  th e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  th e  mind c o n t in u e s  to  
r e a s s e r t  i t s e l f .  Somewhere i n  th e  m in d 's  c a p a c i ty  to  i n ­
t e r p r e t  r e a l i t y  i n  sym bols, t h e r e  e x i s t s  a  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  
t r a n s c e n d in g  i t s  l i m i t a t i o n s .  M athem atica l symbols a r e  one 
way o f  o r d e r in g  r e a l i t y ;  th e  v e r b a l  symbols o f  lan g u ag e  a r e  
a n o th e r .  D ic k in s o n 's  v/ay o f  ap p ro ach in g  t r u t h  i s  to  manipu­
l a t e  h e r  v e r b a l  symbols i n  p o e t ry .  I n  " I f  I  cou ld  t e l l  how 
g la d  I  w as ,"  she makes c l e a r  t h a t  she se e s  h e r  p o e t ry  as  an 
a c t i v i t y  p a r a l l e l  to  m a th em atica l  r e a s o n in g .  Both p o e t ry  and 
m athem atics  c a r r y  th e  mind c lo s e  to  t r u t h ,  and i n  doing  so , 
a s s e r t  th e  autonomy o f  th e  s e l f  which can a c t  on th e  m in d 's  
p e r c e p t io n s .
I f  such  o rd e r in g  o f  symbols can approach  t r u t h ,  i t  can­
n o t  q u i t e  a c h ie v e  i t .  D ick in so n  can comprehend th e  symbol— 
th e  word, th e  m a th em atica l  f i g u r e ,  th e  m etaphor i n  p o e t ry — 
as  she  canno t comprehend th e  raw r e a l i t y  which th e  symbol r e ­
duces to  o r d e r .  For t h i s  r e a s o n ,  she a c c e p ts  th e  symbol as 
h e r  t o o l .  She knows, however, t h a t  p e r c e p t io n  has c o s t  h e r ,
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a s 's h e  s a y s ,  th e  o b j e c t ' s  l o s s ,  and t h a t  i n  m a n ip u la t in g  th e  
symbol she w i l l  n o t go a l l  th e  way to  th e  whole which she 
e n v i s io n s .  T ru th  l i e s  somewhere beyond th e  symbol, and i t  
i s  a t  th e  moment when th e  symbol canno t e x p la in  what she 
wants to  say  t h a t  she i s  c l o s e s t  to  th e  t r u t h .
For th e  f i n a l  s t e p  from symbol to  t r u t h ,  she d is c o v e r s  
h e r  own im a g in a t iv e  l e a p ,  which she c a l l s  c i rc u m fe re n c e .
Where h e r  o th e r  m a th em atica l images emphasize th e  s e p a r a t io n s  
and l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  tem pora l e x i s t e n c e ,  c i rc u m fe re n ce  e x p re s ­
se s  a g ra s p  o f  h e r  e lu s iv e  i d e a l  o f  u n i ty  and com prehension . 
This  i s  h e r  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  th e  power o f  t h a t  p a r t  o f  h e r  
mind which d e a ls  n o t  w ith  f a c t  and e x p e r ie n c e ,  b u t  w ith  dream 
•and d e s i r e .  C ircum ference  i s  an e x te n s io n  o f  th e  m in d 's  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n t o  f u l f i l l m e n t .  I n  "I  saw no Way," th e  
p o e t  p i c t u r e s  th e  a rc  o f  a b e l l  as  an uncom pleted  c i r c l e ;  i n  
c irc u m fe re n c e ,  t h a t  c i r c l e  i s  th e n  com pleted . A lthough she 
‘n e v e r  s t a t e s  th e  an a lo g y , h e r  u se s  o f  th e  term  c irc u m fe re n ce  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  she se es  t h i s  com pleted c i r c l e  a s  th e  co m p le t io n  
o f  an a r c  o f  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  th e  mind. The mind i s  r e a s o n e r ,  
d ream er, c r e a t o r  o f  images and sym bols; th e s e  a re  th e  t o o l s  
w ith  which i t  t r i e s  to  comprehend e t e r n i t y .  As th e se  p o te n ­
t i a l s  a r e  f u l f i l l e d  i n  c i rc u m fe re n c e ,  she e n v is io n s  th e  mind 
a s  a r r i v i n g ,  f i n a l l y ,  a t  a moment o f  u n i ty  and com prehension 
which i t  has won by an e x te n s io n  o f  i t s  own in h e r e n t  p o s s i ­
b i l i t i e s  i n t o  a c t u a l i t y .
The concep t o f  c i rcu m fe ren ce  i s  as  c lo s e  as D ick in so n  
e v e r  comes to  a  l a s t  word i n  h e r  d e b a te  on th e  u se s  o f  ex-
p e r i e n c e .  A lthough she can g a in  from d e p r iv a t io n  a 
sh a rp en ed  p e r c e p t io n  o f  h e r  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e ,  a s  she a r ­
gues i n  th e  ‘'Sumptuous D e s t i t u t i o n ” poems, h e r  m easure­
ment o f  e x p e r ie n c e  seems n e v e r  to  have d ro u g h t h e r  to  any 
c e r t a i n  knowledge o f  th e  w orld  "beyond e x p e r ie n c e .  When 
she  s to p s  m easu ring , however, and “hopes w ith  th e  im agina­
t i o n , ” h e r  own f a c u l t i e s  may c a r r y  h e r  to  c i rc u m fe re n c e .  
Whether she has  a c t u a l l y  ex p e r ie n c e d  c i rc u m fe re n c e ,  o r  
o n ly  e n v is io n e d  i t ,  h a r d ly  m a t t e r s .  As she s t a t e s  i n  "My 
Cocoon t i g h t e n s , "  i f  she f e e l s  w i th in  h e r s e l f  th e  "A p titu d e  
to  f l y , "  th e n  somewhere f l i g h t  e x i s t s .  And i f  h e r  own 
mind w i l l  c a r r y  h e r  so f a r ,  th e n  man i s  n o t  always th e  pup­
p e t  she has  d e s c r ib e d  i n  o th e r  poems.
I n  th e s e  v a r io u s  ways, D ick inson  f in d s  i n  m athem atics 
a  p r e c i s e l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  so u rce  o f  images f o r  h e r  view o f  
th e  human c o n d i t io n .  M athem atics p ro v id e s  an i n s p i r e d  com­
m entary  on th e  e f f o r t s  o f  h e r  s e p a r a te  w orlds  to  meet and 
measure each o t h e r ,  f o r  i t s  components p a r a l l e l  th e  compo­
n e n t s  o f  h e r  own mind. M athem atics i s  r e a s o n ,  jo in e d  w ith  
im a g in a t io n ;  i t  i s  r e a l i t y  g rasp ed  th ro u g h  symbol; i t  i s  
a l s o  l i m i t a t i o n ,  r i g i d i t y ,  a  c lo se d  and s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  
system  i r r e l e v a n t  to  any- w orld  o u t s id e  i t s e l f .  With th e s e  
p a rad o x es  she can  i l l u s t r a t e  h e r  own p a ra d o x ic a l  s i t u a t i o n  
as  a  c r e a tu r e  o f  l i m i t a t i o n  and p o s s i b i l i t y ,  tim e and e t e r ­
n i t y ,  d e s p a i r  and e c s ta s y .  Prom th e  d e b a te s  t h a t  she 
sh ap es  around h e r  m a th em atica l  m etaphors she draw s, as
u s u a l ,  no l a s t i n g  c o n c lu s io n s ,  b u t  by w orking o u t th e  
m u l t ip le  im p l i c a t io n s  o f  th e s e  m etaphors she does what 
she always found i t  most n e c e s s a ry  to do i n  h e r  p o e t r y .  
She comes to know h e r s e l f .  I
APPENDIX A 
A 'REP RESENIATIVE SAMPLE OP 
EMILY DICKINSON!S MATHEMATICAL TERMINOLOGY
Because o f  th e  d e l i g h t  Emily D ic k in so n  took  i n  
e x p l o i t i n g  th e  m u l t ip l e  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  a  s i n g l e  word, 
a  su rv ey  o f  one o f  h e r  s p e c i a l i z e d - v o c a b u l a r i e s  in v o lv e s  
c o u n t le s s  d e c is io n s  based  on th e  a u t h o r ’s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  ev e ry  word o f  every  poem. Any com plete l i s t i n g  o f  
D ic k in s o n ’ s m a th em atica l  term s th u s  in v o lv e s  e x p la n a t io n s  
f a r  beyond th e  scope o f  t h i s  p a p e r ,  and no such l i s t i n g  
i s  a t te m p te d  h e r e .  The c o n c lu s io n s  i n  t h i s  p ap e r  were 
based  p r im a r i l y  on th e  poems below, each  o f  which a p p e a rs  
i n  some way to  measure th e  i n t a n g i b l e s  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  i n  
th e  language  o f  m a th em atic s .
7 The f e e t  o f  p eo p le  w alking  home
f i g u r e s
26 I t ’ s a l l  I  have to  b r in g  today—
count
sum
63 I f  p a in  f o r  peace p re p a re s
reckoned
65 I  c a n ’t  t e l l  you— b u t you f e e l  it*
so lv e
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Low a t  my problem  bending  
problem 
sums 
f i g u r e s
As by th e  dead we lo v e  to  s i t  
m athem atics  
e s t im a te  
r a t i o
F or each e c s t a t i c  i n s t a n t  
r a t i o
B rin g  me th e  s u n s e t  i n  a cup 
reckon  
coun ts
The S k ies  c a n f t  keep t h e i r  s e c r e t !  
axiom
Come s lo w ly — Eden I 
coun ts
S afe  i n  t h e i r  A la b a s te r  Chambers 
c r e s c e n t  
a r c s
D e l ig h t  i s  as  th e  f l i g h t —  
r a t i o
Bound— a t r o u b l e — 
a lg e b r a  
cypher
A Clock s to p p ed — 
f i g u r e s  
d ec im als  
d e g r e e le s s
I  g o t  so I  cou ld  ta k e  h i s  name— 
fo rm u la
Your R ich es— ta u g h t  me—P o v e r ty  
e s t im a te
I  r e a s o n ,  E a r th  i s  s h o r t — 
e q u a t io n
I  sh o u ld  have been too  g la d ,  I  s e e -  
c i r c u i t  
c i rcu m fe re n ce
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389 T h e re fs been a D eath , i n  th e  O pposite  House
measure
414 *Twas l i k e  a M aelstrom, w i th  a n o tch
m easuring
427 I ’l l  c lu t c h — and c l u tc h —
count
433 Knows how to  f o r g e t !
lo g a r i th m
437 P ra y e r  i s  th e  l i t t l e  implement
sums
477 No man can compass a  D e s p a i r -
compass
e s t im a t in g
488 M yself was formed— a C a rp e n te r—
measure
491 While i t  i s  a l i v e
d i v i s i o n
508 I*m ceded— I*ve s topped  b e in g  T h e i r s —
c r e s c e n t
a rc
515 No Crowd t h a t  has o c c u rre d
c ircu m fe re n ce
523 Sweet—You f o r g o t —b u t  I  remembered
sum
545 'T i s  One by One th e  F a th e r  c o u n ts—
c y p h e r le s s  
num era ls  
c y p h e re r  
sum
553 One C ru c i f ix io n  i s  r e c o rd e d — on ly —
m athem atics
561 I  measure eve ry  G r ie f  I  meet
measure
weighs
569 I  reck o n — when I  count a t  a l l —
reckon
count
My f i r s t  w e ll  Day— s in c e  many i l l — 
m easuring
A Toad, can d ie  o f  L ig h t—
(e q u a l )
measure
I t  t r o u b le d  me as once I  was— 
weighed 
problem s 
a lg e b r a  
so lv e  
proved
I t  makes no d i f f e r e n c e  ab ro ad — 
sums
I  watched th e  Moon around th e  House 
fo rm u la
The B ra in — i s  w id e r  th a n  th e  Sky— 
w eigh t
When B e l l s  s to p  r in g in g — Church— b eg in s  
c ircu m fe re n ce
The C h i ld fs f a i t h  i s  new— 
e s t im a te s
I  cou ld  s u f f i c e  f o r  Him, I  knew— 
f r a c t i o n s  
i n f i n i  ty  
whole
A P r i s o n  g e t s  to  be a f r i e n d — 
c i r c u i t  (m easure) 
g eo m etr ic
L e a s t  Bee t h a t  brew— 
m u l t ip ly  
f r a c t i o n
The Zeroes-—ta u g h t  us—P hosphorus— 
ze ro e s
o p p o s i te /o d d  
( e q u a l ) / ( o u g h t )
T h e ir  H igh t i n  Heaven com forts  n o t— 
counted
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727 P re c io u s  to  Me— She s t i l l  s h a l l  be—
w h o le /p a r t
f r a c t i o n
number
728 L e t  Us p la y  Y es te rd ay —
lo g a r i th m
735 Upon Concluded L iv es
c a l c u l a t i o n s
769 One and One-—a re  One—
one
two
783 The 3 i r d s  begun a t  Four o*c lock—
numerous
(m e a s u re le s s )
coun t
802 Time f e e l s  so v a s t  t h a t  were i t  n o t
c i rc u m fe re n ce
d ia m e te rs
807 E x p e c ta t io n — i s  C ontentm ent—
sum
843 I made slow R iches b u t  my Gain
numbered
sum
857 U n c e r ta in  l e a s e —-develops l u s t r e
sum
877 Each S c a r  I fl l  keep f o r  Him
coun t 
mis sum
883 The P o e ts  l i g h t  b u t  Lamps—
circ u m fe re n ce
906 The A d m ira tio n s— and Contempts—-of time-
e s t im a te
917 Love— i s  a n t e r i o r  to  L i f e —
exponent
928 The H ea rt  has narrow  Banks
m easures
b i s e c t
a r e a
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943 A C o ff in — i s  a  sm all Domain
cirGumferen.ee
e s t im a te
967 P a in — expands th e  Time—
circ u m fe ren ce
978 I t  bloomed and d r o p t ,  a  S in g le  Noon—
sum
1084 At H a lf  p a s t  Three, a  s in g l e  B ird
term
. c irc u m fe re n ce
1099 My Cocoon t i g h t e n s — C olors  t e a s e —
c ip h e r
1158 B e s t  w i t c h c r a f t  i s  Geometry
geom etry
1184 The Days t h a t  we can sp a re
e s t im a te s
a r i t h m e t i c
1189 The Voice t h a t  s ta n d s  f o r  F loods to  me
sum
1194 Somehow m y se lf  su rv iv e d  th e  N igh t
fo rm u la
1295 Two L engths has every  Day—
lengths
area
1484 We s h a l l  f in d  th e  Cube o f  th e  Rainbow
cube
arc
1556 Image o f  L ig h t ,  Adieu—
whole
cardinal
1569 The Clock s t r i k e s  one t h a t  j u s t  s t r u c k  two-
sum
1632 So g iv e  me back to  D eath—
e s t im a te
1668 I f  I  cou ld  t e l l  how g la d  I  was
m athem atics
1684 The B lunder i s  i n  e s t im a te
e s t im a te
n o ils
^The American Adam (C h icago , 1955) > p .  2.
2I b i d . ,  p . 111.
^See C h a r le s  R. Anderson, Lmily D ic k in s o n 's  P o e t r y : S ta irw ay
o f  S u rp r i s e  (New York, 19 6OJ. TlI n n e r  ~wor 1 d, fr " o u te r  
w o r ld ,1 and ’’o th e r  p a r a d i s e "  a re  th e  c a te g o r i e s  i n t o  which 
Anderson d iv id e s  D ic k in s o n ’s i n t e r e s t s ,
^George F r i s b i e  W hicher, This Was A P o e t  (Ann A rhor, M ichi- 
gan , 193 9 ) , p . 2 9 2 . ~
5A l i s t i n g  o f  D ic k in s o n ’s most f r e q u e n t l y  used  m a th em atica l 
term s ap p e a rs  i n  Appendix A. For f u r t h e r  d e t a i l s  o f  
D ic k in s o n ’s m a th em atica l  v o c a b u la ry ,  see W illiam  Howard,
. "Lmily D ic k in s o n ’s P o e t i c  V o c a b u la ry ,11 PKLA, 72 (March 
1957), 225-48. Working b e fo re  th e  appearance  o f  th e  
most d e t a i l e d  com puter concordance to  D ic k in s o n ’s poems, 
Howard i d e n t i f i e d  s e v e n te en  m ath em atica l  term s i n  th e  
poems, and n o ted  t h e i r  wide v a r i a t i o n  from l i t e r a l  to  
ex tended  m e ta p h o r ic a l  meaning.
c
American P o e ts  (B o s to n , 1968), p . 199* Waggoner’s whole 
d i s c u s s io n  o f  D ick in so n  has been o f  use  th ro u g h o u t t h i s  
p a p e r .
7
'A nderson, p . x i i .  Anderson e x p lo re s  D ic k in s o n ’s answers 
to  t h i s  q u e s t io n  i n  C hap te r  5, " P e r c e p t io n .”
J a c k  I .  Capps, Jm ily  D ic k in s o n 's  Reading ( Camtn-idge. M ass .,  
1966), p . 92; pp . 186-187. A ccording to  Capps, D ic k in s o n 's  
l e t t e r s  show h e r  to  have re a d  T ennyson 's  " I d y l l s  o f  the  
K in g ,"  "The P r i n c e s s , "  "H aro ld ,"  " In  Memoriam," and "Love 
and D u ty ."  L ig h t  volumes o f  Tennyson were i n  th e  fa m ily  
l i b r a r y .
9H allam , Lord Tennyson, e d . ,  The Works o f  A lf re d  n o rd  -Tenny­
son i n  S ix  Volumes, I  (New Y o rk ,~ l9 0 3 ) , pp. 340-342.
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1 A ll  quotations from D ick in so n ’s poems are from The 
Poems o f  lm i ly  D ic k in so n , ed. Thomas H. Johnson 
(Cam bridge, H a s s , ,  19557-' Numbers id e n t i f y in g  the 
in d iv id u a l  poems are those assigned  by Johnson.
^ D a v i d  T. P o r t e r ,  The A rt o f  Lm ily D ic k in s o n ’s P a r ly  
P o e t ry  (Cam bridge, H a s s . ,  ' 19*SSj, P? 24.
L e t t e r  827, Ju n e ,  1883. D ick inson  w ro te  t h i s  l e t t e r  to 
C h a r le s  C la rk  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f  h i s  b r o th e r  Jam es, whom 
she had v a lu ed  a s  a f r i e n d  o f  C h a r le s  Wadsworth. A ll  
q u o ta t io n s  from D ic k in s o n ’s l e t t e r s  a r e  from The L e t t e r s  
o f  Lmily D ic k in so n , ed . Thomas H. Johnson  and Theodora 
Ward (Cambridge, H a ss . ,  1 958 ) . Numbers i d e n t i f y i n g  th e  
l e t t e r s  a re  th o se  a s s ig n e d  by Johnson .
1 * One o f  D ic k in s o n fs f a v o r i t e  m a th em atica l  term s was 11 sum .” 
T w en ty -th ree  u se s  o f  "sum” o r  1 sums” a re  l i s t e d  i n  S. P . 
Rosenbaum, A Concordance to th e  Poems o f  Lmily D ick inson  
, ( I t h a c a ,  N. Y .,  i9~6>4)T p p . 730- 733 . Only s l i g h t l y  l e s s  
. f r e q u e n t  a re  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  "c o u n t” ( tw e n ty - tw o ) , and 
’■ es tim a te” ( tw e n ty -o n e ) . P our poems use two o f  th e se  
th r e e  words; Poem 663 u ses  " c o u n t” tw ic e ,  ^ven w ith o u t  
c o n s id e r in g  th e  poems which ex p re ss  a  s i m i l a r  id e a  In  
d i f f e r e n t  language  ( t h e r e  a r e ,  fo r -e x a m p le ,  many in s t a n c e s  
o f  " rec k o n ” and "m easure” ) ,  we have a  body o f  s ix ty -o n e  
poems which a t te m p t  to "sum ,” " c o u n t , ” o r  " e s t im a te ” some 
. a s p e c t  o f  human e x p e r ie n c e .
^ L m i l y  D ic k in s o n ’ s P o e try  (C h icago , 1975)» p . 10.
15W hicher, pp. 192-193. According_ to  W hicher, H rs . Samuel 
Bowles gave D ick in so n  a book by P a rk e r  i n  1859— p ro b ab ly  
th e  book i n  which t h i s  q u o ta t io n  a p p e a r s .  D ick in so n  
w ro te  i n  r e t u r n ,  "I nev e r  r e a d  b e f o re  what Hr. P a rk e r  
w ro te .  I  h ea rd  t h a t  he was ’p o iso n .*  Then I  l i k e  
p o iso n  v e ry  w e l l . ”
16 Theodore P a rk e r ,  L x p erien ce  as  a  M in i s te r  (1 8 5 9 ),  quoted 
by Whicher, p . 193. —
17Jo h n so n , Poems, p . 591.
18R ich a rd  W ilbur, "Sumptuous D e s t i t u t i o n . "  Prom Lmily 
D ic k in s o n : Three Views (A m herst, M ass .,  I 9 6 0 ) ,  by
R ich a rd  W ilbur, r o u i s e  Bogan, and A rc h ib a ld  MacLeish. 
R e p r in te d  i n  Lmily D ic k in so n : A C o l l e c t io n  o f  C r i t i c a l
fN o te s  -to pages 18-  423 . 62
E ssa y s . ed . R ich a rd  B. Sew all (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N . J . ,  
1963 ) .  Pp . 130-131.
^ I b i d . ,  p .  128.
2^T h is  i s  th e  e x p la n a t io n  o f  "puppet"  g iv en  by Anderson, 
p .  235. A nderson’s e n t i r e  e x p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  poem has 
been u s e f u l .
See, f o r  example, Poem 63, " I f  p a in  f o r  peace p r e p a r e s , ” 
Poem 216, ”Safe i n  t h e i r  A la b a s te r  Chambers, ” and Poem 
1056, "There i s  a  Zone whose even Y e a rs ."
pp
This i s  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  C h a r le s  R. Anderson, "The 
Trap o f  Time i n  -.mily D ic k in s o n ’s P o e t r y , "  BLH, 26 
(Sep tem ber 1959), p . 416.
23I b i d . ,  p . 418.
2^ I b i d . , p . 405.
23\ri v i a n  R. P o l i a k ,  " ’T hat P ine  P r o s p e r i t y * :  economic Meta­
ph o rs  i n  lm i ly  D ic k in s o n 's  P o e t r y ,"  Modern Language Quar­
t e r l y , 34 (Ju n e  1973), p . 169.
26I b i d .
2^ L e t t e r  271, A ugust, 1862.
2®Whicher, p . 211, seems to  have been th e  f i r s t  b io g ra p h e r  
to  make t h i s  s u g g e s t io n .
pQ^Quoted by S c o t t  D onaldson, "Minding Emily D ic k in s o n ’s 
B u s in e s s ,"  The New England Q u a r te r ly ,  41 (December 1968). 
p .  575.
30Rosenbaum, p .  133, l i s t s  s e v e n te e n  u se s  o f  th e  te rm , each 
i n  a  s e p a r a te  poem.
31S ta irw ay  o f  S u r p r i s e , pp . 62-63 .
32D onaldson, p . 574.
33W illiam  R. Sherwood, C ircum ference  and C ircum stance  (New 
York, 1968 ), p .  219, i t a l i c s  added.
N otes to  pages 42-43 / . 63
^ A l b e r t  J .  O e lp i ,  Emily D ic k in so n : I  he Mind o f  th e  P o e t  
(Cam bridge, M ass.7 19&8), P* 122.
^ L e t t e r  574, November, 1878.
xf.
The a r c ,  and a  s i m i l a r  image, th e  c r e s c e n t ,  o f t e n  r e p r e ­
s e n te d  f o r  D ick inson  a p o t e n t i a l  which she p la y ed  a g a in s t  
th e  id e a  o f  a com ple ting  c i r c l e .  “I f  my C rescen t  f a i l  
you, t r y  me i n  th e  Moon," she w rote  to  h e r  c o n f id a n te ,  
Mrs. H o lland  ( L e t t e r  3 70 ) . See a l s o  Poems 508 and 
798.
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VITA
M artha Dix Graham
M artha Graham was born  i n  Chicago, I l l i n o i s  on November 
27, 1937. She was g ra d u a te d  from P r in c e to n  High School i n  
P r in c e to n ,  New J e r s e y .  She a t te n d e d  Mount Holyoke C o lleg e  
and th e  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  P a r i s ,  and r e c e iv e d  a B ach e lo r  o f  
A r ts  i n  h i s t o r y  from Mount Holyoke C o llege  i n  1959. While 
l i v i n g  i n  Y/ashington, D. C ., she s e rv e d  as e d i t o r  and 
p ro d u c t io n  manager f o r  Communication S e rv ic e  C o rp o ra t io n ,  
an e d u c a t io n a l  p u b l i s h in g  f i rm .  A f te r  moving to  V i r g in ia ,  
she s tu d i e d  B n g l ish  and e d u c a t io n ' a t  C h r is to p h e r  Newport 
C o lleg e  and ta u g h t  H n g lish  and F rench  a t  York High School, 
i n  York County, V i r g in i a .  I n  Septem ber, 1976, she began 
g ra d u a te  s tu d i e s  i n  th e  D epartm ent o f  N n g lish  o f  th e  C o llege  
o f  W illiam  and Mary. S ince  com ple ting  th e  c o u rse s  r e q u i r e d  
f o r  th e  M. A. i n  B n g l ish ,  she h as  ta u g h t  b a s i c  w r i t in g  and 
B n g l ish  com position  a t  .Thomas N elson  Community C o lle g e ,  i n  
Hampton, V i r g in i a .  She i s  m a rr ie d  to  Andrew A llen  Graham; 
th e y  have th r e e  c h i ld r e n .
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